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Inspiration dynamics between students and teachers have great impact on learners’ perceptions, attitudes 
and psychological well-being in the ESL classroom. Gender-based differences in opinions about foreign-
language acquisition often shape students’ approaches and learning structures. Nowadays, great emphasis 
is placed on the presence of native English-speaker teachers in English language teaching institutions. 
However, such teachers may struggle to understand local students’ attitudes. Seventy-four university 
students were asked about their perceptions and preferences on English teachers’ nationality and 
teaching-style in Blagoevgrad, Bulgaria. The data were analysed according to gender-based differences in 
opinions. The findings reveal that, in general, students have no preference for native or non-native 
teachers, yet prefer educators who teach exclusively through the medium of English. Female students 
expressed less self-confidence, more need for continuous reinforcement and social interaction in the 
classroom, while male students displayed more self-confidence, more autonomy and the need for practical 
knowledge-focused learning content and strategies.  
Keywords: ESL, gender differences, teaching style, learning preferences, native versus non-native 
teachers 
 
1. Introduction  
For foreign language education to be successful, several factors are vital to be 
considered. Motivation is a quintessential factor to engage, nurture and advance 
students’ interest and developing their language skills. Learners’ attitudes and 
motivation towards acquiring a foreign language and successful classroom performance 
are among decisive factors predicting positive outcome (Oroujlou & Vahedi, 2011, p. 
994). Nowadays, foreign language learning has become a worldwide experience, 
attracting millions of all ages to attend foreign language classes at all levels. According 
to the British Council, during the last 75 years, they have educated more than 100 
million people in 100 countries to start, develop and polish their English language 
knowledge (British Council, 2018). However, this number is only a tiny fraction of the 
countless university programmes, alongside traditional and online language schools of 
all size offering yearlong or intensive courses. The creation of diverse foreign language 
institutions addresses the needs of individuals expecting to use their language 
knowledge for obtaining better jobs, expanded educational opportunities, moving 
abroad and/or higher social status (Komlosi, 2017, p. 23). With a flourishing English 
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language teaching industry, a new wish has emerged. Both companies and individuals 
agree on the importance of having native English teachers ensuring the successful 
acquisition of native-like proficiency and accent while gaining knowledge about 
sociocultural and psychological features of the language. Although there are a variety of 
reasons students wish to learn English, the presence of a native English teacher has 
become almost compulsory in most institutions. Therefore, during the last decades, two 
very clearly segregated categories have emerged: native and non-native English 
language educators. Although traditionally, native-speakers are often preferred as 
opposed to non-native teachers, lately this view came under attack by academics 
devoted to this field as well as by students who experienced both teaching styles 
(Medgyes, 2017, p. 87-88; Braine, 2009, p. xvii; Thomas, 2009, pp. 6–7; Canagarajah, 
2009, p. 80; Kamhi-Stein, 2009, p. 147; Liu, 2009, pp. 159–160). 
Training effective language teaching professionals has been thoroughly studied in 
various countries (Doró & T. Balla, 2014, p. 52; Phillips, 2008, p. 37; Woodbury, 2017, 
p. 80). Already in 2005, Bell (p. 259) stated that, while there is little consensus on 
specific behaviours forming the most advantageous educational strategies, the following 
five points are generally accepted as crucial for teachers to maintain (or even to 
develop) motivation in the ESL classroom: 
 enthusiasm 
 expressiveness (verbal and non-verbal) 
 clarity of explanation (proper to the learners’ knowledge/level) 
 rapport (according to the students’ needs) 
 encouraging interaction 
The above-mentioned teaching qualities are supposed to be required and indispensable 
for all educators and practised at all teaching environments. However, students’ 
perceptions on foreign-language teachers’ teaching style and motivational strategies 
may be at odds, particularly if the teacher is from a different nationality and not familiar 
with the host country’s educational practices. Unconventional behaviours from foreign 
teachers may be easily misunderstood, or even perceived as disrespectful and/or defying 
for local students. However, the growing concern about native English speaking 
teachers often mismatches the demands for their presence (Moores-Abdool, Yahya, & 
Unzueta, 2009, p. 2). 
Besides culture and previous educational and social experiences, another factor 
that inevitably influences learners’ behaviour is gender. This topic has lately gained 
much attention, as female students’ perceptions, attitudes and motivations may 
significantly differ from their male peers. As insinuated, from early childhood, females 
are more likely to acquire soft skills via social interaction, while males’ problem-
solving and communication skills are more based on independent action and strategical 
exploration (Nikitina & Furuoka, 2007, p. 2). Therefore, in the crossroads of the 
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complex paths determining motivation to learn English as a foreign language, students’ 
view on the matter is of key importance.  
Komlosi-Ferdinand’s (2018, pp. 44–45) previous study on Bulgarian university 
students’ learning style preferences in the four main domains, namely listening, 
speaking, reading, and writing, shed light on the (often lack of) clear learning strategies 
and (lack of) self-awareness of the participants. Although the students’ opinions 
appeared on a very wide range of spectrum, some interesting differences were found 
between female and male learners’ attitudes. The present study expands the same 
participants’ perceptions and preferences on the teachers’ nationality, age, gender, 
teaching and classroom management style. The participants’ viewpoints were analysed 
according their gender, to discover patterns that enhance and maintain motivation in 
Bulgarian ESL classrooms. 
2. Background 
2.1 English teaching in Bulgaria  
The Republic of Bulgaria is a country situated in south-eastern Europe, in the Balkan 
peninsula. Since 2007, it has been a member of the European Union. The modern-day 
Bulgaria is one of the oldest inhabited places in Europe, looking back to a history full of 
invasions. Greeks, Persians, Slavs and Ottomans left observable cultural and linguistic 
traces on the present day Bulgarian society. Bulgarian is the only language with official 
status spoken as a first or second language by almost all Bulgarian nationals. Moreover, 
according to the 2011 Census, Turkish, Romani and several minor languages and 
dialects are spoken by the 11 officially recognised ethnic groups. According to the 
Independent Balkan News Agency (2017), nearly 99 percent of Bulgarian children are 
learning a foreign language. Amongst the foreign languages studied, the one with most 
learners is English with 83 percent of the students, followed by Russian, with 17 
percent. Moreover, almost 17 percent of these learners are simultaneously studying two 
or more languages.  
2.2 Gender differences in attitudes in ESL classrooms  
“Gender plays no significant role in the role in the rate of language learning or 
acquisition among male and female students...each group is as good or bad as the other. 
Disparity in performance becomes discernible when an individual or a group puts extra 
effort which is always needed for academic excellence” (Agu, 2014, p. 77). 
The above-mentioned statement offers the author’s view exclusively on 
intellectual capability. However, regardless their ethnic and cultural background, female 
and male students’ world-view, social behaviour, attitudes and motivation may differ in 
several ways. Even in the 21
st
 century, societal and traditional views and opinions 
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suggest, if not force to accept, what is appropriate for male and female individuals 
according to their culture (Kissau, 2006, p. 85). Foreign language classrooms may 
present a scenario, where abilities traditionally attributed to females, such as social 
interaction skills, facilitate language acquisition. Additionally, research shows that 
females’ conduct, perspectives and attitudes towards language learning situations differ 
from male students’ (Nikitina & Furuoka, 2007, p. 3). Moreover, gender has a notable 
effect on the degree and frequency of strategy use. Female students use learning 
strategies, memory and cognitive and social strategies more often than their male 
counterparts (Bozinovic & Sindik, 2011, p.11). This view is reinforced by Shakouri, & 
Saligheh (2012), who declare that females usually score higher at tests based on the 
material covered during the course. Also, female learners have better developed verbal 
abilities, start express themselves earlier and use longer and grammatically more 
accurate sentences. Their spelling and articulation usually develops earlier, and they 
acquire a richer vocabulary in the earlier phases of foreign language learning compared 
to male students. However, behavioural and psychological observations on foreign 
language classroom interactions show that male learners tend to dominate this domain. 
Unfortunately, this behaviour is sometimes reinforced by educators, by giving male 
students additional time and attention, allowing them more protagonism than to female 
learners. Female students, in their turn often display more ‘politeness’ during class 
interactions, losing opportunities to sharpen their skills (Shakouri & Saligheh, 2012, p. 
4). 
Differences in motivation to learn a foreign language were observed among male 
and female learners. While male students’ objectives were mostly practical, such as the 
prospect of a good job or higher social status, female learners’ motivation often focused 
on intellectual curiosity. Also, attitudes towards foreign language learning showed more 
positive approach by female students, having greater desire to learn foreign languages, 
and/or to improve their already existing knowledge (Feery, 2008, p. 38). However, 
Oxford (1993, p. 75) argues that instead of gender differences being the decisive factor 
in foreign language learning, there are communication misfits between students and 
instructors. She argues that whenever teaching style – learning style differences arise 
among educators and learners of different gender, frustration levels are higher than in a 
same-gender student-teacher interaction. Moreover, she suggests that for an optimal 
foreign language learning plan and ideal psychological classroom condition four 
strategies are needed: 
 assessing and familiarising students with their own learning style 
 encouraging acceptance of gender-based dissimilarities and emphasising cross 
gender learning style similitudes 
 developing empirical-data based personalised instructional methodologies 
 creating comfortable and anxiety-free learning environment to accommodate 
learning style diversity independently from the students’ gender 
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2.3 Teaching style and learning styles matches and mismatches  
Teaching style may be innocently viewed as nothing more than the educator’s way of 
transmitting the material to be learned in the style that characterises his or her 
personality. Although unquestionably all individuals have some more or less established 
communication styles, in the field of foreign language education certain teaching 
strategies are needed to be negotiated. Ideally, teaching styles are flexibly adapted to 
students’ learning styles and needs (Manning, 2007, p. 13, Felder & Henriques, 1995, p. 
21). Oxford (1993, pp. 66–67) states that learning styles are not sharply divided into 
black and white concepts, they rather operate in a continuum. According to her, students 
may have different personality types, such as extrovert versus introvert, intuitive-
random versus sensing-sequential, thinking versus feeling, closure-oriented/judging 
versus open/perceiving, global/holistic or analytic. Additionally, sensory preferences 
play an important role in learning. She states that visual, auditory, kinaesthetic 
(movement-oriented), and/or tactile (touch-oriented) predisposition of learners 
influences their perceptions and attitudes in the classroom. However, the mix of 
personality traits, sensory and learning styles preferences may vary from student to 
student; therefore, no learner should be strictly classified in one category. Considering 
and respecting the endless combination of learning styles (or the absence of them) may 
be a tremendous effort for the teacher. This might be a particularly challenging project 
in the foreign language classroom. Matching all psychological, emotional and 
intellectual needs between the educator and the students, while teaching a foreign 
language and its socio-cultural aspects might be an overwhelming task for all parties. 
However, Shrivastava (2012, pp. 63–64) identifies fifteen teaching approaches that may 
increase students’ motivation and emotional and psychological well-being in the 
classroom: 
 provide positive feedback and reinforce beliefs in the learners’ future success 
 ensure learning and interacting opportunities according to the students’ level  
 guide learners to find their learning style and to discover the practical value of 
the teaching material  
 create a positive and welcoming milieu 
 promote equality, dignity and self-confidence among students while paying 
attention to individual needs 
 be enthusiastic (a bored or arrogant educator is highly discouraging)  
 teach relevant material (irrelevant topics promote boredom and loss of 
motivation) 
 prepare teaching material that is age, culture and language-knowledge 
appropriate  
 involve students in tasks as much as it is culturally acceptable 
 build a good rapport with students  
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 use clear, suitable and concrete examples 
 have high, yet reasonable expectations from the learners  
 be clear about learning strategies and expectations 
 promote learning-autonomy and metacognition 
 avoid creating fierce competition that causes anxiety and comparisons among 
students’ capability 
2.4 Native vs non-native English teachers  
“Our capacity for reflexive thought means that we are able to think about how others 
see us and who we are... This consciousness of our own identity - our self - is possibly 
our most important possession” (Maclellan, 2013, p. 2). 
In the dawn of the 21
st
 century, an increased international mobility, and thus, 
contact with people of different background is taking place. Globalisation has an 
enormous effect on many aspects of social life, educational environments, inter-ethnic 
attitudes and communication styles. Dörnyei, Csizér & Németh (2006, pp. 17–18) argue 
that intercultural contact may alter individual or group attitudes toward each other and 
those changes have further impact on perceptions. Moreover, intercultural contact in 
itself does not ensure positive attitudes. For the development of positive disposition, 
three indispensable intergroup conditions must be present between the groups:  
 shared common goals 
 consciousness of common interests  
 institutional encouragement and support for the contact 
Chang (2004, p. 1) states that intercultural communication skills and cultural 
consciousness are vital in foreign language education. These skills enable learners to 
express themselves appropriately in intercultural settings to observe and internalise 
adequate communication patterns and to interpret others verbal and non-verbal message. 
Therefore, socio-linguistic competence is as important as the correct use of grammar 
and syntax. Also, intercultural awareness enables students to embrace their self-identity, 
while having a balanced comparison between their and the target language and culture. 
In the case of teaching English as a foreign language in non-English-speaking 
countries, two groups and dilemmas are present. On the one hand, English language 
teaching institutions heavily rely on the expertise, perfect knowledge of English and 
naturally acquired socio-cultural competence of native English language teachers. 
However, there are some emerging concerns about the cultural sensibility, locally 
suitable teaching style and intercultural communication proficiency of such educators. 
On the other hand, while native speakers appear to have invincible advantage over their 
non-native English colleagues, it is acknowledged that non-native English teachers are 
believed to teach with more efficacy in certain situations and circumstances. This 
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phenomenon might be due to the accurate knowledge of students’ socio-cultural-
psychological needs, the correct assessment of the teacher-student power structure in the 
classroom and the ability to use learners’ native language (Medgyes, 2001 pp. 429–
430). Furthermore, Kahraman (2012, p. 2) states that native-speakers often display 
rather strong adherence to their speaking norm, their specific culture and even dialect, 
while this attitude may have no validity among students who wish to speak the target 
language as an international communication tool in cross-cultural settings. Also, this 
behaviour may appear particularly uninviting if students have native-English speakers 
from a variety of countries (even continents) all expecting their socio-cultural norms to 
be accepted.  
In Xiao’s (2006, pp. 2–5) study, Chinese students experienced distress while 
attending language courses in Ireland. Some of the students reported low motivation and 
loss of enjoyment during their study because they could not identify the educational 
value in the local teachers’ teaching methods. Learners perceived that teachers spent too 
much time on games and brainstorming, leaving very little time for ‘authentic 
knowledge acquisition’. Therefore, their methodology seemed ineffective and time 
consuming. Educators, in their turn, facing the negative feedback, declared that the class 
was only for very good learners. Native teachers often fail to assume that what is a 
natural form of communication for them, may not be that obvious to students with 
different cultural and educational background. Xiao explains that this mismatch may 
occur because Chinese students are not accustomed to communicative approach, which 
heavily contrasts with the ‘transmission style’ widely accepted in China. Chinese 
students are mostly passive recipients of knowledge, expected to display ‘total 
obedience or submission to their teachers’. Although native teachers are not expected to 
be educational chameleons, taking into account certain groups’ specific needs would 
considerably enhance successful language learning. As Al Darwish (2018 p. 2) points 
out, attitudes towards the English language and English-speaking cultures may often 
cause some friction and anxiety, a mindful and intelligent teacher will be able to reduce 
tensions and handling this issue with patience, humour and respect. Moreover, native 
teachers displaying positive attitudes towards the students’ own culture are usually 
better received, accepted and successful in their efforts. This might be of critical 
importance in establishing the types of strategies to be used in the foreign-language 
classrooms. It is essential not to underestimate the importance of native teachers’ 
positive attitudes and cultural sensibilities in cases when the country’s cultural, religious 
and/or political view differ from the educator’s. Therefore, a wisely chosen language 
instruction methodology may impact students’ attitudes and motivation to develop 
successful learning strategies, without resentment towards the culture and values 
represented by the teacher. 
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3. The study 
3.1 Hypotheses  
According to the researcher’s experience as a teacher and language researcher in several 
European and Asian countries, students often have preferences about teachers’ 
nationality, age, gender, teaching, and assessment style. In most institutions, the 
‘unofficial stigma’ labelled local teachers as the strict providers of solid grammar 
knowledge and learning structures in lower levels, while native or foreign teachers were 
regarded as synonyms of more relaxed teaching styles, more fun and outgoing 
personality for higher levels. However, observing students’ attitudes towards teachers, 
these suggestions seemed not always to be accurate. The researcher’s perception was 
that students’ gender and teachers’ personality (regardless nationality) were factors that 
enhanced or deterred motivation significantly. Therefore, decoding students’ 
preferences and opinions about English language teachers’ nationality and teaching 
style became the key goal. The main hypotheses are: 
(1) Most students have no clear preferences about the teachers’ nationality 
(2) Students’ gender plays a crucial role in their perceptions about teaching styles 
(3) Students are seriously conditioned by the educators’ teaching style  
3.2 Methodology  
This study surveyed the crucial factors in ESL classrooms on perceptions and 
motivation. Quantitative research methodology was used. In order to collect data, 
students participated in a survey by completing a questionnaire. The data were analysed 
by taking percentages on the students’ answers marked on a Likert scale. 
3.3 Participating institutions 
The study was conducted in two universities in Blagoevgrad, Bulgaria. Students from 
the American University in Bulgaria and South-West University Neofit Rilski 
volunteered to share their opinions within this survey. Both institutions offer degrees 
related to English linguistics, have some foreign teachers and lecturers, and organise 
intensive or year-long English language courses.  
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3.4 Participating students  
In total, 74 students’ filled questionnaires were considered valid. Among the subjects, 
there were 23 male and 51 female students aged between 16 and 57 years old. By 
nationality, most participants were Bulgarians, but there were also Serbians, Turkish, 
Albanians, Russians and Macedonians. Convenience sampling method was used to 
gather the appropriate subjects. Learners attending English-content university courses, 
and/or intensive or preparatory language courses were the most convenient to select. At 
least hypothetically, all of them attended lessons voluntarily, motivated to succeed in 
their respective fields. By the time the research was carried out, most of the 
participating students were pursuing bachelor or master’s degrees related to linguistics. 
Moreover, some were (additionally) attending English language courses studying in 
varied language levels (intermediate and advanced), while others were enrolled in 
specific EAP (English for Academic Purposes) courses or programmes of English for 
general purposes. The wide age gap among the students was not considered a 
complication, since some scholars suggest that attitudes start to appear at the age of 10 
and are clarified and consolidated during adolescence (Huguet & Llurda, 2001, p. 271). 
Therefore, the age of the subjects suggested that hypothetically they should have 
somewhat established opinions on the teachers’ attitudes, teaching styles and whether 
the educators’ nationality was a determining factor in the success of foreign language 
acquisition. Moreover, as Grimm (2004, p. 1) suggests ‘generalizations about the whole 
population can be expanded when more people at different grade levels are studied’. 
Before the questionnaires were distributed in the classroom, all participants learned the 
purpose of this study and the research objectives were made clear. The opportunity to 







Figure 1. Participants by gender 
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The proportion of the genders in this study reflects in general the average percentage of 
male and female students attending university courses and specific English language 
courses in Blagoevgrad, Bulgaria (see Figure 1).  
3.5 The data collection instrument  
The data were collected by a self-completed questionnaire developed by the researcher 
especially for this study. The selected quantitative research method aimed to obtain self-
report data from the participants with the purpose of describing existing conditions or 
identifying points of reference to be used for comparing conditions or establishing the 
connection between specific events (Dörnyei & Csizér, 2012, p. 74). The design of the 
questionnaire included some closed-ended questions and, in some other questions the 
answers had to be marked on a five-point Likert-scale (from 1-strongly disagree to 5-
strongly agree).  
Although the survey was carried out in Bulgaria, the questionnaire was created, 
written and completed by the participants in English. This is due to two main reasons: 1) 
all participants were fluent English speakers, and 2) as specified above, not all 
participants understood Bulgarian. However, before administering the instrument, the 
students’ comprehension on the wording and on the meaning of the questions was 
verified. Moreover, at any time, participants could ask, clarify and have translated the 
meaning of some particular words, expressions or questions within the questionnaire.  
3.6 Procedure  
A pilot study was conducted to assure the scientific validity and clarity of the 
questionnaire. Two Bulgarian and two foreign researchers on education and linguistics 
cooperated in the assessment of the final version of the questionnaire. They were asked 
to provide advice on the clarity, wording and content of all items. Moreover, a group of 
six students contributed with their opinion on the questionnaire. Having included some 
suggestions in the final version, paper-based questionnaires were administered to the 
participants by the teachers working in the respective institutions. All students were 
promptly informed by their English teachers about the nature and goal of the research. 
Moreover, all participants were instructed that no monetary compensation or better 
grades were offered as a recompense for participating. Students were also notified about 
the anonymous nature of the questionnaire and that their names would not appear in any 
article, study or statistics. Moreover, a short paragraph in the beginning of the 
questionnaire informed students about their rights to withdraw at any moment. 
The filling of the questionnaire took place in the classroom at the universities. 
Upon request, no questions were discussed aloud, and a respectful attitude could be 
observed. The distribution of the questionnaire took place in May 2016, considering this 
date ideal, since students were not over-stressed or too busy with their final exams. 
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The answers to the questions were marked on five-point Likert scale, from 
‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’. Two main categories according to gender were 
separated, and percentages were taken for each group/question. 
4. Results 
The data collected via the questionnaire was analysed with the intention to shed light on 
students’ perceptions, prejudice, and attitudes towards English language teachers in a 
non-English speaking country. The study emphasised possible variations in opinions 
according to the gender of the participants, the teachers’ assessment and teaching style 
and whether the nationality of the teacher influenced learners’ motivation to learn 
English.  
4.1 Preferences on native versus local teachers 
The students’ answers suggest that they strongly prefer teachers who use English only 
in the classroom regardless whether the teacher is local or an English-native speaker 
(Q.1 & 2). However, male students expressed that local teachers who use only the 
students’ native language such as Bulgarian, in the classroom were not welcome, while 
female students had more neutral views on this regard (Q.3). Finally, both genders 
agreed against local teachers using the local language during English class (Q.4), see 
Table 1. 
Table 1. English teachers’ nationality and language use in the classroom (percentages) 
Native versus non-native 
teachers 
MALE FEMALE 












1) foreigners who use 
English only in the 
classroom 
70 22 8 77 19 4 
2) Bulgarians who use 
English only in the 
classroom 
70 26 4 71 23 6 
3) Bulgarians who use 
English and some 
Bulgarian in the classroom 
30 39 31 50 19 31 
4) Bulgarians who use 
Bulgarian only in the 
classroom 
4 17 79 8 21 71 
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4.2 Teachers’ age and gender 
Between 42 and 48 percent of both, male and female students agreed they prefer 
younger teachers, although many expressed neutral view about the teachers’ age as well 
(Q. 5). However, 37 percent of the female students were less pleased learning from 
older educators (Q. 6). The teachers’ gender apparently provoked similar perceptions 
among both male and female students, both groups wanting the opposite sex teaching 
them English (Q. 7), see Table 2. 
Table 2. Preferences for English teachers’ age and gender (percentages) 
Teachers’ age and 
gender 
MALE FEMALE 












5) younger 48 43 9 42 31 27 
6) older 22 52 26 23 40 37 
7) of my own gender 
(male/female) 
9 35 56 19 23 58 
4.3 Teaching style and feedback preferences  
Perceptions on strict teachers varied. Male students declared to dislike them by 66 
percent, while female students showed rather divided opinions (Q. 8). However, both 
genders highly preferred teachers teaching in a relaxed, communicative way (Q. 9). 
More than the half of the male students favoured teachers giving much time to complete 
tasks, while female learners’ opinions were divided among positive and neutral on this 
matter (Q. 10). However, 58 percent of the female students found beneficial the material 
to be repeated several times by the teacher, while this aspect was not so much important 
for male learners (Q.11). Both, male and female students strongly favoured teachers 
who would consider their opinion during class, although female students showed 
slightly less interest on this topic (Q.12). Almost half of the female learners favoured 
teachers allowing them to display their work in front of others, while male students’ 
opinions were moving mostly on the neutral and positive end of the spectrum (Q.13). 
Unanimously, both genders preferred teachers who would allow them to make 
interesting presentations for English class (Q.14), see Table 3. 
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Table 3. English teachers’ teaching style and attitudes (percentages) 
Teaching style MALE FEMALE 












8) teach in a strict 
atmosphere 
17 17 66 29 33 38 
9) teach in a relaxed, 
communicative way 
74 13 13 65 25 10 
10) give much time to 
complete my tasks 
56 26 18 43 40 17 
11) repeat the material 
several times 
43 30 27 58 33 9 
12) consider my opinion 
during the lessons 
70 30 0 63 26 11 
13) allow me to share or 
display my work for others 
in class 
39 43 18 46 40 14 
14) let students make 
interesting presentations 
61 30 9 60 25 15 
 
Upon difficulty to understand the material taught, only half of the male learners 
declared that would ask the teacher during the lesson and 63 percent of the female 
students would use the same approach (Q.15). However, asking the teacher in private 
was not a favoured method by either of the gender groups (Q.16). About asking for 
clarification from other students, male students expressed neutral to negative opinions, 
while female learners were much more positive about it (Q.17). Viewpoints on asking a 
private teacher who will explain the difficult material in private were highly unpopular 
among both genders (Q.18). Finding answers on the Internet divided male students’ 
opinions, but female learners viewed this approach as mostly positive and neutral 
(Q.19). Very diverse opinions were expressed on memorising rules as a tool to learn the 
language. Male students’ attitudes moved mostly from neutral to negative, while 
females’ from neutral to positive (Q.20), see Table 4 
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Table 4. Students’ attitudes towards language acquisition and language-related problem solving 
(percentages) 
Learning feedback MALE FEMALE 
IF I DON’T 
UNDERSTAND THE 











15) to ask from the teacher 
during the lesson 
52 38 10 63 27 10 
16) to ask from the teacher 
in private 
23 48 29 25 46 29 
17) to ask from another 
student 
19 57 24 43 34 23 
18) to ask from a private 
teacher who will explain it 
in Bulgarian 
0 17 83 8 20 72 
19) to find the answers on 
the Internet 
38 24 38 48 46 6 
20) to memorise the rules 19 43 38 42 42 16 
 
Being corrected immediately, during the activity was viewed as a positive approach by a 
little bit less than the half of the male students, while female learners expressed much 
more favourable opinions on this regard by 75 percent (Q.21). Male students agreed 
slightly more on being corrected at the end of the task, while female learners’ 
viewpoints very divided (Q.22). Being corrected at the end of the lesson, was a subject 
of division among male learners, while female students were not so favourable about 
this procedure (Q.23). Finally, half of both gender groups rather disliked being 
corrected by other students, yet some positive and neutral viewpoints were expressed as 
well (Q.24), see Table 5. 
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Table 5. Students’ preferences towards how to be corrected (percentages) 
Learning feedback MALE FEMALE 
WHEN YOU SPEAK, DO 













21) immediately during the 
activity? 
48 26 26 75 18 7 
22) later, at the end of the 
activity? 
52 35 13 39 20 41 
23) at the end of the lesson, 
in private? 
43 13 44 27 12 61 
24) by other students? 22 22 56 25 29 46 
4.4 Assessment preferences  
Considerable differences could be observed among male and female students regarding 
satisfaction of being their work graded by the teachers. Male students expressed mostly 
neutral views, while female learners favoured by 65 percent the idea of grades 
representing the value of their work (Q.25). However, opinions were unanimously more 
positive on encouraging and supportive oral feedback (Q.26). Positive viewpoints 
skyrocketed (particularly among male students) when increased self-confidence and 
more refined language knowledge improved their communication skills in situations 
that were perceived as challenging before (Q.27), see Table 6. 

















25) having your work 
graded? 
26 48 26 65 31 4 
26) being told that you have 
made progress? 
70 30 0 73 18 9 
27) feeling more confident 
in situations that you found 
difficult before? 
87 13 0 73 24 3 
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When inquired about how students like to find out whether their English is improving, 
half of the male students and 64 percent of the female learners favoured the traditional 
test-based methodology (Q.28). However, both gender groups highly agreed that using 
the language in real life scenarios was the best feedback system to prove real language 
development (Q.29). Yet, half of both male and female students stated that the marks 
they get mirrors accurately their advancement in learning English as well (Q.30), see 
Table 7. 




HOW DO YOU LIKE TO 
FIND OUT HOW MUCH 












28) written tasks set by the 
teacher 
50 38 12 64 24 12 
29) seeing if you can use the 
language you have learnt in 
real-life situations 
87 13 0 84 10 6 
30) the marks you get 48 26 26 53 37 10 
 
5. Discussion  
The data, in percentages, were analysed according to preferences on native versus local 
teachers, teachers’ age and gender, teaching style and feedback and assessment 
preferences. Students’ differences in perception according to their gender were a key 
factor in the examination of the results. The findings obtained from this research 
indicate that perceptions and attitudes among male and female students varied in certain 
educational aspects. It would be impossible – and discriminatory to describe or almost 
to ‘design’ a perfect teacher based on these results. Viewpoints among the 
representatives of each gender-group showed divergence in opinions in many questions. 
However, some conclusions can be drawn. 
In students’ opinions having a local or a native English-speaking teacher was not 
the most determining factor in the success of English language acquisition. Educators’ 
preparedness and ability to clearly and understandably transmit the educational material 
in English was considerably more important than his/her nationality. These results 
mostly confirm the first hypothesis presented in this paper. Also, the age of the teacher 
was not perceived as a particular nuance, yet younger teachers were slightly preferred. 
The fact that half of both male and female students favoured teachers of the opposite 
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sex may suggest two very different facts. On the one hand, it may be perceived that 
students attribute the same teaching quality to younger educators that to older ones with 
the additional benefit of younger teachers having more ‘modern’ teaching and 
classroom management style. On the other hand, reasons may include simply aesthetic 
convenience and more flexibility in attitudes. 
The second hypothesis drew attention to the possible gender differences in 
perceptions and attitudes. Female students’ answers generally suggested some insecurity 
and need for reassurance in different areas. Although they preferred teachers with a 
relaxed teaching-style, educators with strict teaching styles were not noticeably 
unfavoured. Also, female students showed considerable wish for opportunities to exhibit 
their work, to have enough time to complete their tasks, to have continuous oral and 
written feedback and encouragement from the teacher. Moreover, perfectionism, detail-
orientedness, willingness to do research and to discuss and ask advice from fellow 
students demonstrate female learners’ consciousness and eagerness to succeed in 
learning English well and to use it not only in classroom-settings. These findings fit 
very well with previous data, suggesting that females’ socially-mindedness has great 
impact on their classroom attitude and behaviour.  
Male students’ attitudes and preferences in this study give credit to earlier 
research results as well. Their responses portray an intriguing picture. According to the 
data, most male students preferred not to ask for clarification and not to engage in 
research about concepts that were difficult to understand during the lesson. Also, male 
learners displayed much more self-confidence and faith in their abilities to comprehend 
concepts later as part of the bigger picture. Their preference for empirical evidence of 
being able to use English in real-life settings suggests mostly a practical approach 
towards language acquisition. Therefore, not too strict teachers and mostly oral 
feedback seems a highly favoured combination for them.  
The third hypothesis suggested that students are seriously conditioned by the 
educators’ teaching style. This was only partly confirmed based on the findings. The 
amount of neutral answers formulated in the questionnaire may insinuate that students 
rather conform and try to adapt to the options given by the institutions. However, these 
behaviours do not suggest that taking students’ preferences into account, much higher 
amount of motivation and positive classroom attitudes could be achieved. Generally, 
students attend English lessons with the goal of acquiring it well for a specific purpose, 
either being it for social, integrative, academic or for intellectual curiosity. Therefore, in 
most cases, the initial wish and impetus exists, and it depends much on the educators’ 
(cultural) sensitivity, consciousness about gender differences in attitudes and a proper 
social-psychological approach to achieve the maximum success in the classroom.  
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6. Conclusion  
Conclusions based on the results are mostly unambiguous. The findings suggest that 
gender-related variations in perceptions and attitudes are relevant in some aspects 
among university students in Eastern Europe. These findings’ impact and relatedness 
may be transferable to other students’ experiences in other regions and cultures as well, 
since gender-based behavioural differences exist worldwide. As results reveal, male 
students display more self-confidence, less dependence on the educator and preference 
for a relaxed style teacher-student rapport. However, female learners need continuous 
reassurance, positive feedback and language-learning strategies embedded in a social-
communicative context. Moreover, as both gender groups declared, the nationality of 
the teachers is not seen as a determining success-factor for learning English as a 
second/foreign language. It would be nearly impossible to design new language-
teaching policies to accommodate the needs of every student in the classroom. Ethnic, 
cultural, psychological-behavioural and gender differences make every student a unique 
mixture of traits and teachers have no super-powers to accommodate all emerging needs 
in the classroom. However, implications of the current study for language-pedagogy are 
that in language-teacher training institutions much emphasis should be given to gender-
differences in motivating students. Language instructors should aim to be flexible, yet 
challenging and thought-provoking in structuring the lesson while considering the 
teaching strategies that have more effect on a specific gender-group. Also, a careful 
balance is needed when using gender-specific encouragement, in order to not to 
promote competition among the groups that may be particularly harmful for female 
learners’ self-confidence. Moreover, institutions should not promote the idea of native 
English-speaking teachers being necessarily superior in all ways, but to instruct such 
teachers how to succeed in their teaching according to locally acceptable perspectives. 
Healthy, respectful and positive attitudes and reciprocal motivation in the classroom are 
contagious and much needed. Every teacher desires to see enthusiastic and devoted 
students in the classrooms. Therefore, to promote and nurture a stimulating and 
encouraging language learning environment, teachers should understand and 
acknowledge students’ specific needs and beliefs about language learning and preferred 
teaching strategies. Although this study offers readers with practical data, the limitations 
are not to be overlooked. It would be beneficial to investigate teachers’ viewpoints on 
possible strategies that students favour, yet their execution is not successful. Student-
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Language learning experience of first year English majors as 






The results of previous surveys carried out at the Department of English Language Teacher Education and 
Applied Linguistics of the University of Szeged show that the majority of English majors is not prepared 
enough for their studies, their level of proficiency and study skills are often not satisfactory, and they 
have difficulty in assessing their own strengths, weaknesses and the reasons for being unsuccessful (Doró, 
2010). Arising from the previously mentioned conclusions, the present paper aims to find out more about 
first-year English majors’ study skills, strategies and self-perception in the form of five semi-structured 
group interviews. The students’ answers shed light on what aspects of studying students have problems 
with, how they monitor and adjust their own studying process, what their goals are and what methods 
they use to become more fluent speakers and better students. 
Keywords: first-year students, English majors, TEFL, study skills, learning experience 
1. Introduction 
A growing body of literature has examined how first-year students experience entering 
higher education and freshman year. It has been suggested that the students may find it 
difficult to adjust to the fast-paced rhythm of higher education both from the point of 
view of managing their studying process and integrating into a new environment (see 
Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2011; Brock, 2010; van der Meer, Jansen, & 
Torenbeek, 2010). As a result, sometimes as much as 50% of the enrolled students fail 
at least one course during their first year (Doró, 2010; 2011a). One reason for this might 
be the fact that many students are not prepared for being a university student, and only 
later into the semester do they understand what kinds of problems they might be having 
(Doró, 2010). However, sometimes students fail to realize that they do not have 
adequate language proficiency for completing their studies. Despite the fact that their 
instructors meet students on a weekly basis and have a general impression of their 
knowledge and progress, there is still little published information on how students 
experience their first academic year as English majors (Doró & Szabó Gilinger, 2015). 
This paper arises from the intention to provide insight into the more subjective aspects 
of students’ learning experience, namely, how they see their own progress, difficulties 
and struggles at the end of their first year, what motivates them at this point of their 
studies, what their ideal L2 self looks like, and what strategies they apply to become 
better language learners. 




2.1 Motivation  
Motivation is one of the key factors in the process of language learning, which, 
according to Gardner’s socio-educational model, contains three elements: effort to learn 
the language, desire to achieve success, and positive affect, that is, enjoying the process 
of studying (Gardner, 2001). In addition to being a complex concept itself, it is also 
intertwined with other factors in language learning, such as autonomy and self-
regulation. Without motivation, it is difficult to persist in studying a language and 
dedicating time and energy to it (Csizér & Kormos, 2014). An important theory in the 
context of language learning is Dörnyei’s (2009) L2 Motivational Self System, which is 
comprised of three components: the Ideal L2 Self (how the learner visualizes 
themselves speaking the L2 in the future), the Ought-to L2 Self (the goals the student 
thinks they should achieve and the qualities they think they should possess) and the L2 
Learning Experience. Dörnyei emphasizes the necessity of helping students create the 
Ideal L2 Self. This is particularly important because the level of student’s motivation is 
determined by their Ideal L2 self and their attitude towards language learning (Kormos 
& Csizér, 2008), although other factors, such as the materials used, the tasks, or the 
students’ involvement in the tasks also play an important role. The teacher is a key 
figure in the process of motivating students, as it is their job to create a pleasant 
atmosphere, choose tasks that stimulate intrinsic motivation, give motivating feedback, 
use cooperative strategies, promote learner autonomy and create realistic learner beliefs 
(Dörnyei 1994; 2001).  
There are various factors that can have a debilitating effect, preventing the learner 
from staying motivated. Kormos and Csizér (2014) report that adult language learners 
might be less optimistic about seeing themselves as successful future speakers of a 
language due to negative past experiences, whereas for someone to become a successful 
language user, being able to visualize oneself as such is a strong motivating factor. 
Anxiety can also affect motivation in a negative way, which is why it is important that 
teachers not only try to create a positive and reassuring atmosphere in the classroom but 
also help students cope with anxiety (Csizér & Piniel, 2016). 
2.2 Self-regulation 
Self-regulation has an important role in learning as early as in elementary school, but in 
higher education there is an even stronger emphasis on it. For meaningful learning to 
take place, and for mastering lifelong learning skills, active self-regulation is invaluable 
(van Eekelen, Boshuizen & Vermunt, 2005). Self-regulation entails “setting goals for 
upgrading knowledge; deliberating about strategies to select those that balance progress 
toward goals against unwanted costs; and, as steps are taken and the task evolves, 
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monitoring the accumulating effects of [the student’s] engagement” (Butler & Winne, 
1995, p. 245). According to Carver and Scheier's (1990) model (cited in Butler & 
Winne, 1995, p. 249), when a learner perceives a discrepancy between their current 
knowledge and their goals, the learner will choose their actions in a way that it reduces 
the discrepancy, either by modifying their goals, by implementing new strategies, or by 
completely abandoning the task and setting a new goal. According to Kormos and 
Csizér (2014), effective self-regulatory strategies require “the strength, relevance, and 
orientation of goals and positive self-related beliefs” (p. 281) 
There are several factors that can hinder effective self-regulation. One of these is 
procrastination. A study conducted by Day, Mensink and O’Sullivan (2000) on 242 
Canadian university students and 17 counseling clients reports that 32% of their sample 
were severe procrastinators, but some degree of procrastination was present in almost 
every student asked. The most procrastination was related to starting a task. Another 
phenomenon that has a negative effect on studying is academic self-handicapping, 
which is “an anticipatory, self-regulatory mechanism for coping with expected poor 
performance on academic tasks” (Urdan & Midgley, 2001). Academic self-
handicapping is shown to be in connection “with low academic achievement, mental 
and behavioral withdrawal from school work, a pessimistic perception of academic 
performance, and perhaps depressed levels of self-esteem” (Urdan & Midgley, 2001, p. 
123). 
In a study with Hungarian students, Molnár (2002) concludes that the use of self-
regulating strategies is in decline with age. Also, it seems that the older students get, the 
less motivated they become and it is likely that they are much less interested in school. 
An important factor that determines the presence or absence of self-regulatory strategies 
is whether the child studies alone or with the help of parents. D. Molnár (2015) points 
out that students who study without help at home can monitor their studying more 
effectively, use memorization more often and have more confidence in their own 
abilities. She emphasizes the role of schools and teachers in giving students the 
knowledge, means and space for self-regulation, saying that a supportive, but not overly 
controlling attitude is necessary from both parents and teachers. In their study about 
first-year university students in Hungary, D. Molnár & Gál (2019) report that the 
metacognitive strategies students use are planning the time dedicated to studying, asking 
for help, controlling effort and to a certain extent, overlearning and procrastination. 
They keep themselves motivated by developing their knowledge and skills, and they are 
reported to believe in their own abilities.  
2.3 Learning strategies 
Learning strategies are defined as “specific actions, behaviors, steps, or techniques – 
such as seeking out conversation partners, or giving oneself encouragement to tackle a 
difficult language task – used by students to enhance their own learning” (Scarcella & 
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Oxford, 1992, p. 63). They can be put in six groups, which are cognitive, memory, 
compensation, communication, metacognitive, affective and social strategies (Oxford & 
Crookall, 1989, p. 404). Strategies can vary according to factors such as the language 
learned, proficiency, gender, attitude, motivation, goals, personality traits, learning 
style, career orientation, teaching methods and many more (see Oxford & Nyikos, 
1989). A few applicable learning strategies are organizing materials by outlining, 
rearranging or relating concepts to each other, or transforming (Ley &Young, 2001). 
Ley and Young (2001) cite two studies (Ley & Young, 1998; Zimmerman & Martinez-
Pons, 1986) which report that academically stronger groups used organizing strategies 
more often than academically weaker groups. Based on research carried out with 278 
undergraduate students, Simsek and Balaban (2010) also conclude that the learning 
strategies used by successful students were more varied and better than those used by 
unsuccessful students. 
As far as gender is concerned, although female students have been shown to apply 
more strategies and do so more often and more effectively than male students (Macaro, 
2001; Simsek & Balaban, 2010; Zeynali, 2012), Oxford and Ehrman (1990) point out 
that psychological type, such as being Thinkers of Feelers, is an even more important 
variable.  
Out-of-class learning of Japanese middle school students formed the central focus 
of a study by Lai, Zhu and Gong (2015) in which the authors found that the more out-
of-class learning happens, the greater the confidence, the enjoyment of learning English, 
and the better the grades. Habók’s (2016) research concludes that high-school students 
use metacognitive strategies most often, and there is a tendency to overuse 
memorization strategies, which might not be the most useful in language learning. This 
is why the importance of the teaching of strategies is emphasized as early as elementary 
school. Teachers might not be aware of what strategy their students use unless they 
inquire about it. Oxford and Crookall (1989) lists several ways of finding out about 
students’ strategies, such as lists, interviews and think-aloud processes, note taking, 
diaries and surveys. 
2.4 Learner autonomy 
In language learning, autonomy refers to “learning practices involving learner’s control 
over aspects of their learning, or, more broadly, learning that takes place outside the 
context of formal instruction” (Benson, 2013, p. 840). It means that the learner is not a 
passive observer in the learning process, but is responsible for what he or she learns, has 
a positive attitude towards learning and aims at being in control of and reflecting on the 
learning process as much as possible (Little, 1995). An important characteristic of the 
autonomous learner is that he or she “tends to integrate whatever he or she learns in the 
formal context of the classroom with what he or she has already become as a result of 
developmental and experimental learning” (Little, 1995, p. 175). Autonomous learners, 
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according to Little, are learners who “accept responsibility for their learning, are more 
likely to achieve their learning targets and maintain a positive attitude to learning in the 
future (1995, p. 176). Students have their own preconceptions about language learning, 
and knowing these preconceptions helps teachers understand students better. Being 
aware of these beliefs also makes it possible for teachers to help students discover and 
use more effective learning strategies (Horwitz, 1988).  
There are several papers that discuss the topic of learner autonomy in school 
settings in Hungary. Szőcs (2019) reports that students feel responsible for their 
learning and staying motivated outside the classroom, but not so much for what they 
learn inside the classroom from each other, or when evaluating their own progress. 
Beliefs about autonomy and their autonomous practices are mismatched, and in the 
classroom students rely on the teacher as a person of authority rather than taking 
responsibility for their learning. Szőcs (2019) also points out that successful students 
opt for working individually, which shows a relationship between high achievement and 
autonomy. This is in line with Mezei’s (2008) results, which show that self-regulation is 
increased at a higher level of proficiency. Autonomy is also related to motivation, as the 
most motivated high achievers lost interest the least frequently (Szőcs 2019, p. 56), and, 
through self-regulatory strategies, motivation was shown to have an influence on 
autonomous learning (Csizér & Kormos, 2014).  
Learner autonomy is even more emphasized during university years when the 
student has to realize, sooner rather than later, that they are in charge of the studying 
process and their academic performance depends on their ability to reflect on their 
methods and strategies, and their ability to draw conclusions in order to improve. In a 
paper written about first-year students’ language learning experience, motivation and 
self-evaluation, T. Balla & Bajnóczi (2018) come to the conclusion that first-year 
students do not yet see their responsibility in developing their language knowledge, 
thus, as they point out, instructors have an important role in helping students become 
more autonomous learners who can choose and use learning strategies effectively. 
3. Changing student population 
Due to the introduction of the Bologna system in 2006, Hungarian higher education has 
undergone substantial changes. The effects and consequences of these changes are still 
perceptible, the problems that arose as a result are still tangible and some of them are 
yet to be solved. The situation may vary from department to department, but one thing 
that probably affects language departments the most is that students take a centralized 
school leaving exam, which means that those who gain admittance to universities in 
Hungary are of very diverse language backgrounds, and there is great variety in their 
command of English, as well as their goals. The departments only receive a list of 
admitted students shortly before the beginning of the academic year, but no information 
pertaining to the results of students’ school leaving exam or their language proficiency. 
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It might take weeks before instructors have a clear picture of their students’ actual 
language knowledge, and the situation they face is often alarming, as many students 
overestimate their proficiency and are not aware of their shortcomings (T. Balla & 
Bajnóczi, 2018). For this reason, the Department of English Language Teacher 
Education and Applied Linguistics at the University of Szeged has been assessing 
incoming students’ language knowledge in various forms for over 10 years, as early as 
the first week of the academic year. All BA students of English and American Studies, 
as well as the students of the English Language Teacher Training Program, must take a 
placement test administered at the beginning of the first semester of the first academic 
year. This test consists of a vocabulary and a grammar component aiming at giving both 
instructors and first-year students a clearer picture of their language proficiency (see 
Doró, 2011b). Students are also asked to fill in a questionnaire which aims to find out 
more about their language background (see T. Balla & Bajnóczi, 2015). In addition, in 
the course of their studies they are often asked to participate in surveys that seek to 
monitor their progress and give feedback on their current learning and experience. All 
of these, along with the present study, are attempts at staying informed about students’ 
knowledge, motivation, and self-perception with the aim of helping students become 
more autonomous and more aware of their L2 self, the goals they are trying to achieve 
and the strategies they use to achieve them. 
4. Methods 
4.1 Participants 
Twenty-four students (BA students and teacher trainees) were interviewed at the end of 
their second semester, of whom 16 were female and 8 were male students. Students 
attending two seminars called English Foundation and Use of English (see detailed 
description in 4.2) were selected by the author of the present paper based on their course 
results and grades. Five heterogeneous groups of 4-5 people were created so as to get as 
diversified insight into their learning experience as possible.  
4.2 Course background 
The students interviewed were taught two sets of courses by the author of the present 
paper, English Foundation 1 and 2, and Use of English 1 and 2. All of these are 
compulsory seminars for first-year students, and require constant preparation, the 
application of individual study skills and the integration of previous knowledge into the 
new topics. The weekly quizzes students write provide frequent feedback which helps 
students reassess their strategies and change them if necessary. Students’ success in 
these two seminars can, therefore, be affected by their study habits and methods. 
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At the end of the first academic year (or at the end of the third semester in the case 
of teacher trainees) students are required to take the Academic English 1 exam (AE1). 
The exam measures four language components, including Writing, Speaking, Use of 
English and Reading Skills. The Use of English seminar is one of the several language 
classes which help students prepare for the Use of English component of the exam. The 
aim of the course is to review topics of grammar that are thought to cause students 
considerable difficulties, to help students improve their language competence and to 
support a systematic building of their vocabulary. In addition, as mentioned above, a 
substantial amount of time is dedicated to preparation for the AE1 through getting 
familiar with the required task types of the Use of English component (word formation, 
sentence transformation, open cloze, error correction).  
English Foundation 1 and 2 are not explicitly present in the AE1 exam, however, 
they provide an overview of the basic concepts of English grammar, and are crucial in 
helping students successfully complete courses that are scheduled for their second and 
third years (e.g. syntax, morphology, etc.) when sentences structures, phrases, word 
classes and other basic concepts of grammar are discussed. It is worth noting that 
compared to the language learning methods and activities that students are involved in 
during their high school years, Foundation is much more theoretical in nature, and as 
such, it tends to cause students problems and difficulties. 
4.3 Instruments 
The interview form was chosen in the hope that students would give more detailed 
answers and more insight into their studying and learning processes, their attitude and 
self-awareness about their own progress or lack thereof. The interview was semi-
structured with guiding questions to help students reflect on their experiences in a more 
structured way (see Appendix) but gave students enough liberty to add any related 
comments or react to each other’s comments as well. In their study, Doró and Szabó-
Gilinger (2015) had the students fill in a questionnaire about how they evaluated their 
own performance and they asked some of their instructors to react to the results of the 
questionnaire. They report that based on the answers the students gave, it seems that 
they often did not realize that they were having difficulties in keeping up with what was 
happening in class. Their instructors’ reaction to this was that students’ self-evaluation 
was overly positive, which is why their results often did not show their alleged 
understanding. For this reason, the first part of the interview for the present paper 
focused on problems of understanding, learning experience gathered during the first 
year, the problems and the strategies students used to overcome their problems. The 
second group of questions aimed at finding out more about how they viewed their 
attitude changes and development during their first year as university students. 
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5. Results and discussion 
5.1 Problems 
Taking Doró and Szabó Gilinger’s (2015) previously mentioned results into 
consideration, students were asked about whether they found it difficult to keep up with 
what was happening in class, if the homework was particularly difficult and if they 
struggled with certain topics. The students unanimously claimed that they had no 
difficulty in being mentally present and doing the required tasks in class. Since during 
the interview they had the possibility to elaborate on what they meant by “being able to 
follow what is happening”, students also mentioned problematic topics, which were 
modal verbs, conditionals, inversion, emphasis and applying general rules to specific 
tasks. The latter is particularly problematic since the aim of the Use of English course is 
reviewing the topics and further elaborating already known ones as opposed to learning 
everything from the basics. However, the fact that many of the students pointed out how 
difficult it was for them to match rules to example sentences or apply them in more 
complicated texts shows that the foundations they are supposed to build on are often 
missing or are very weak. Probably for this very reason, many of them concluded that 
missing classes is not a luxury they can afford if they want to perform better than just 
reaching the pass mark. 
In Foundation students reported that it was sometimes challenging to keep up with 
the pace at which the new topics came, especially because they almost immediately had 
to put knowledge in practice. However, it was exactly this practice part that helped them 
understand everything. They said they tried to understand as much as they could in class 
but the review and practice at home helped a great deal, and it seemed clear to them that 
this class requires presence, hard work and a considerable amount of practice, which 
showed in their results as well, especially during the second semester.  
5.2 Strategies 
Following the identification of problems, students were asked to reflect on the strategies 
they had used to improve their academic performance. The strategies students 
mentioned in connection with Use of English can be put in three groups according to 
their type. One such group consists of activities that were related to managing their 
studying process, namely increasing the amount of time spent on studying, or starting to 
prepare for class days earlier than they used to. Some of them also pointed out 
prioritizing tasks according to the amount of time they required. Some students also 
mentioned putting more energy into the types of tasks they felt they could actually 
prepare for (e.g. studying words, because vocabulary exercises seemed more predictable 
than grammar ones). The most efficient solution, however, seemed to be reviewing the 
tasks done together in class, as opposed to doing new ones. 
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The second group of strategies was materials or platforms other than the in-class 
material itself, such as YouTube, hand-made flashcards, Quizlet or extra exercises. 
Students especially preferred YouTube videos that explained grammar because the 
information conveyed through audiovisual input, as they said, tends to stick longer in 
their memory than an explanation they only read. Extra exercises found online or in 
grammar books helped in practicing the already known grammar in a new context. 
Some of them also mentioned looking up verbs and example sentences on their own, 
saying that personal effort at finding the meaning of a word facilitates memorization. 
Another popular strategy was writing words down once again, grouped according to 
some logic, arranged in a way that is easy for them to remember. Vocabulary cards 
proved to be an excellent way of quickly checking their knowledge, and, surprisingly, 
more often than not they opted for the paper-based ones, since they require organizing, 
writing. The fact that they are tangible is also not a negligible factor in studying. Quizlet 
was useful for studying words in a more interactive way. The strategies that students 
claimed to use are mentioned by Dóczi (2011) in connection with vocabulary 
memorizing strategies of Hungarian university students: making a note of the word, 
saying it aloud, putting it in a sentence, and grouping words. According to her, the more 
energy and activity a strategy requires, the less popular it is among students. In fact, her 
results show that among first-year university students making note of a word was one of 
the most popular strategies, whereas the other three ranked lower. The fact that in the 
present study students mentioned some of the less popular strategies shows that they are 
starting to realize that for meaningful studying to take place much more effort is needed 
and based on the strategies they are using they are headed in that direction. 
The third group of strategies for studying was co-operation, which included doing 
homework with someone else or preparing for the class together by testing each other 
verbally on vocabulary. Of course, some students claimed that studying alone was the 
most efficient way to stay focused, but several students mentioned taking comfort in 
reviewing the material in pairs or groups since more people always mean more points of 
view which can help them find new ways of studying or seeing things in a new 
perspective.  
As far as Foundation is concerned, the strategies applied by students were 
somewhat different given the distinct, more theoretical nature of the subject. Students 
reported having realized by their second semester that studying more often and in 
smaller amounts made the learning process unquestionably more effective. They also 
realized that they had to assess the difficulty of the material in order to be able to 
determine how much time they actually had to dedicate to it. Reviewing their notes 
shortly after class proved to be useful, and so did keeping track of their mistakes in 
order to be able to improve their performance when it came to challenging exercises and 
topics. The strategies used are in line with those reported by D. Molnár and Gál (2019) 
among university students, namely, planning the time dedicated to studying, controlling 
effort and metacognitive strategies. 
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5.3 Performance and grades 
Students were asked to comment on whether the effort they put into the subject showed 
in their end-of-the-semester grade. The majority of students said they were satisfied 
with their grade, and they provided several reasons why. Most of them mentioned 
studying and preparing considerably more or exactly as much as they thought was 
necessary for getting a certain grade. Some even mentioned getting a better grade than 
they had expected because they were less stressed and did not worry as much as before, 
but also put more effort into performing better. All of these students, however, 
regardless of what grade they got, said that they could have performed even better and 
could have studied even more had they had the time, energy or—at times—the 
willingness to do so. This was the attitude that helped them become better learners in 
time, and it shows that the majority of them are capable of determining how much effort 
and work is needed to achieve a certain result. The question remains whether they 
actually do. The ones who said the grades did not mirror their effort gave reasons such 
as not being fully present in class because of the time when it took place (late afternoon 
or early morning classes). Of course, there were some students who referred to not 
being lucky enough because they felt they learned just as much as they had in the 
previous semester and still got a worse final grade. From a teaching point of view, this 
can be a result of the material being more complex than in the previous semester, and 
those who learned to manage not just the quantity but also the quality of their studying 
time may have fared better in the end than those who made no adjustments to their study 
habits at all. 
As far as English Foundation is concerned, the answers are, once again, a little bit 
different. Students claimed to have received better grades despite having studied less. 
This reflects the problem referred to above, and it most probably means that they were 
more experienced in how to study theoretical grammar and how to manage their time 
better. If their performance was varied, they named irregular preparation as a reason. 
Naturally, there were also some students who claimed to have studied more and 
achieved a weaker resultꓼ that is, however, likely due to the subject being more 
demanding than in the previous semester. 
One further question was related to whether they had set a goal for themselves and 
if they managed to achieve it. If they answered in the affirmative, they also reported 
having succeeded in doing so because they wanted to be better, or at least as good as in 
the previous semester. Some students said they were very ambitious at the beginning, 
but, faced with the workload and the requirements, they renounced the set goals. Other 
students had less clearly defined goals, such as giving the same performance as in the 
previous semester, being as good as they could, providing a stable performance or, the 
rarest goal, not to failing the course. Students’ answers made it clear that the more 
specific their goal was, the more likely it seemed that they would achieve it. 
EduLingua 5/1 (2019)  33 
 
 
The third set of questions was related to linguistic development and changes in 
self-perception. Students were to reflect on whether they would like to improve their 
English knowledge in general, not because a subject requires them to, but because they 
have an inner need for it. All of them thought that improvement and not just stable 
performance is a must in their current program. They gave a variety of answers, as 
illustrated by the following quotes:  
S1: I have motivation now because I know exactly what I have to work on. 
S2: I notice my mistakes now. 
The answers of student 1 and 2 show how they benefitted from two semesters of 
intensive involvement with grammar, which helped them practice and learn more 
consciously in the following semester.  
S3: It is natural to want to know more. 
S4: We need to understand more how the language works. 
S5: It is not all the same whether I only want to make myself understood or I want to 
use more complicated structures such as a conditional, for example. 
S6: I want to be a more conscious language user. 
The answers given by students 3, 4, 5 and 6 mirror their understanding that if they are 
English majors or future English teachers, it is expected of them and they also expect it 
of themselves to know the English language much more in depth than an average L2 
speaker. A similar attitude has been described by T. Balla and Doró (2015) in their 
paper on what makes a good teacher. They asked teacher MA students, first-year 
teacher trainees in the one-tier program, practicing teachers and first-year BA English 
majors about what a good teacher should be like. One interesting aspect of the answers 
was that the majority of the first-year BA students, but also more than half of the first-
year teacher trainees thought that being able to explain grammar well is an important 
factor in being effective and good teachers. MA and BA students also added the 
willingness to constantly improve one’s knowledge. The following quotes from the 
teacher trainee subjects of the present paper seem to support this idea further: 
S7: I would like to go back to the grammar school I studied at, and teach English in 
a way that everybody understands it.  
S8: It is important to know the rule behind the linguistic phenomena and not to do 
things on a whim just because I learned or heard it that way. 
S9: It would be very unpleasant to realize standing in front of the blackboard that I 
hadn’t learned what I was supposed to back at university. 
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S10: I would like to be able to do exercises just by looking at them, just like when I 
solve a math problem. 
These wishes delineate the idea of a teacher, of a future self, who has real insight into 
what language is and understands not only the linguistic phenomena but can also 
explain the reason behind them. All the answers show that students are motivated to be 
better at English for professional reasons – either because they want to be very good 
teachers, or because they believe that the mere state of being an English major requires 
a deeper understanding of the target language. Some students see grammar classes as 
opportunities to gain this understanding, which motivates them to perform well and to 
do conscientious work in and outside class. 
Upon being asked whether they had some ideas as to how they could improve 
their performance and proficiency, they all agreed that doing extra exercises, studying 
on their own, explaining English grammar to others in the form of tutoring or private 
lessons, or speaking with other people whenever possible are all effective ways of 
improving. The majority linked studying with different forms of entertainment, namely 
reading fiction in English, watching films and TV shows—which most of them already 
do—researching hobbies in English, watching videos or playing video games. These are 
habits and activities that Józsa and Imre (2013) also mention in a survey on high school 
students in 11
th
 grade (who are not far in age from first-year students). In their paper, 
they point out that activities such as listening to music, watching films, searching for 
information on the internet in English and reading English language books contribute to 
better language knowledge. In this way, the idea of spending free time involving a 
foreign language may have come to students from previous experience: all these 
activities may have contributed to them being English language majors right now, so it 
is not surprising that these habits would still seem useful in maintaining the level of 
their English. The students who were at a higher level said that they would benefit most 
from a trip abroad because it would help them get past existing communication anxiety, 
and they saw Erasmus programs and CampLeaders Programs as a good way of 
achieving this. 
When asked how they think they developed during their first year, their answers 
referred to things related to studying, personality and language. They reported becoming 
more confident, improving their attitude, learning to manage their time better, studying 
more, learning to prioritize, becoming more responsible and humble, being more 
efficient and designing strategies that worked best for them to help them achieve their 
goals. As far as language is concerned, they mentioned being able to explain rules to 
other people, finding materials to help them study better, and, of course, most of them 
reported having developed in the four language skills: speaking, listening, pronunciation 
and grammar. They also felt that their language use was more complex and varied. 




The aim of this paper was to shed more light on how first-year English language majors 
at the University of Szeged experience their first year at university and what difficulties 
and hardships they encounter. On a larger scale a similar interview or survey could help 
diagnose problems and assess the difficulties students may have during their first year, 
and, in the long run, may even prevent a few dropouts if problems are noticed and 
solved in time. The information students provided might help their instructors have a 
better understanding of what happens outside the classroom and how it develops into 
the final grades that instructors see. From their answers it is visible that students are 
actively drawing conclusions and readjusting their concepts of studying along the way. 
They seem to have better insight into how much their grades depend on their effort and 
what factors they have no control over. They have goals and they have reasons why they 
would like to improve, and, last but not least, they have ideas about the ways they could 
improve their knowledge with the help of extracurricular activities. The question 
remains whether the extent to which they reflect on their studying process is enough to 
be successful at completing their studies. The interview form was chosen in an attempt 
to get more in-depth answers and give the participants the opportunity to elaborate on 
their thoughts, but this inevitably led to a smaller sample compared to a large number of 
first-year students at our university. A written questionnaire would certainly provide 
more information to work with and would be more representative of the whole first 
year. Future work could concentrate on a longitudinal study in order to identify changes 
and see trends across different generations. Along with this, interviewing students on 
their experience in other language-focused courses (such as reading or writing) or in 
lecture courses (which require quite different study skills) would probably make the 
conclusions much more detailed and varied. 
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6. Appendix – Interview questions 
 
1. Did you have any difficulty in keeping up with what was going on in class? If 
yes, what? Could you follow the instructions and the explanations? 
2. Was the assigned homework challenging in any way? What did you struggle with 
in particular? 
3. Which topic was the most difficult for you to understand? Why? 
4. What did you do to improve your performance? 
5. How did the weekly assessment affect the studying process? Did it help you or 
did you feel it hindered your progress? 
6. Do your grades mirror the time and energy you put into preparation? 
7. How do you study words? How do you study or revise grammar? 
8. Now that you passed this course, do you think it is important to aim for a higher 
level of proficiency? If yes, what do you think you can do to achieve it? If no, 
why? 
9. How do you see yourself after passing the AE1 Exam? What do you think will 
change in your study habits? 
10. Did you ask for help during the semester? Who helped you and how? What was 
the result? 
11. What was the grade you wanted to get in this course at the beginning of your 
first year? How did it change by the end of the second semester? 
12. How do you see your personal development since the start of your studies? 
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English teacher trainees’ changing views concerning the 
effective language teacher: A self-reflective interview study 
 




This paper reports on the reflections of a group of fourth year EFL teacher trainees on the changes they 
and their peers have experienced concerning their views on what constitutes an effective language 
teacher. The data collection from semi-structured interviews supports previous findings according to 
which teachers’ beliefs are continuously formed throughout their years of teacher training. Results 
suggest a mixture of influencing factors, including earlier school experiences, content delivered in 
methodology classes, their own student experiences at the university, their school visits and classroom 
observations and their early teaching experiences. These first-hand experiences shape both their student 
selves and emerging teacher selves. Trainees seem to be critical towards the negative models they see, but 
they also start viewing the positive examples as possible models to follow. 
Keywords: effective language teacher, good language teacher, English language teacher education, 
language teacher identity 
1. Introduction  
Beliefs about the effective teaching and learning environment have long been the focus 
of attention for both researchers and policy makers. It has been widely documented that 
there are significant relations between teachers’ beliefs, attitudes and practices (e.g., 
Birello, 2012; Glazier & Bean, 2018). What language teachers believe about their 
teaching and their roles and opportunities as teachers is constantly being shaped by a 
myriad of factors, including their training, professional knowledge, language 
proficiency level, teaching practice, work environment, language teaching and 
educational policies and student-teacher relationships. Through these experiences they 
are building a teacher identity, but this identity formation starts well before teachers or 
trainees enter their first classroom. When students arrive at teacher training MA 
programs, they already bring experiences and beliefs about teachers and teaching with 
them from their school years. As Yazan (2017) rightly pointed out, 
 
ESOL [English as a second language] teachers’ initial formal preparation for 
teaching is not only comprised of gaining necessary pedagogical knowledge and 
competences but also constructing teacher identities. They need to go through a 
process of transition from being a graduate student to being an ESOL practitioner in 
part through their experiences in teacher education coursework and the teaching 
internship. They need to learn to simultaneously juggle many different roles and 
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responsibilities depending on the implementation of ELL [English language learning] 
programs and policies, which makes this transition even more important. (p. 38)  
Language teacher training has a significant role in supporting and building on students’ 
academic and professional development. However, whilst the emergence of teachers’ 
self-efficacy beliefs has received considerable attention from researchers (e.g., Birello, 
2012; Kanno & Stuart, 2011), the question of how teacher trainees’ beliefs and attitudes 
towards teaching transform during their early tertiary education has largely escaped 
scrutiny (see e.g., Yazan 2014, 2017, 2018). Also, studies that have analyzed students’ 
and teachers’ views on effective language teachers have rarely looked behind the 
average scores gained on questionnaires or tracked longitudinal changes (e.g., Borg, 
2011; Chanmanee, 2018). 
Understanding the experiences of students in English teacher training programs 
can greatly assist teacher educators and policy makers in finalizing curricula and 
shaping teaching content. In our role as both teacher trainers and researchers we have 
spent many years following students’ academic careers inside and outside the 
classroom; therefore, we consider this research as a way of gaining an even deeper 
understanding of their language teacher identity formation. To this end, the focus of this 
article is on one section of a larger study examining the changing views of English 
teacher trainees regarding the good or effective language teacher. In an earlier section of 
this project (Doró & T. Balla, 2014), we found differences in the views of first-year BA 
students and first- and final-year teacher trainees. We concluded that first-year students 
were greatly influenced by their school experiences and probably compared the ideal 
teacher characteristics to what they had seen in their earlier years. They seemed to have 
a strong student identity, while final-year teacher trainees already had an emerging 
teacher identity parallel to their student selves, built on their course work, class 
observations and teaching practicum. Our data interpretation drew on questionnaire 
data, curriculum content, personal observation and informal discussion with students.  
The present article examines the views of five students at the end of their fourth 
academic year, before starting formal teaching practice in elementary and secondary 
schools. Our aim was to hear about students’ explanations concerning the changes in 
their own views and those of their classmates from year one to year four. For this 
reason, students filled in the same Effective Language Teacher questionnaire that they 
had completed in their first year (Doró & T. Balla, 2014), and we conducted structured 
focus-group interviews in which they could reflect on the longitudinal questionnaire 
data and on the reasons behind the changes.  
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2. Background  
2.1 Language teacher identity formation and self-efficacy beliefs 
In recent years there has been a strong and keen interest in language teacher identity 
(LTI) research marked by a growing number of books, edited volumes, journal special 
issues and conferences (DeCosta, 2019). Norton (2017) voiced that “language teacher 
identity indexes both social structure and human agency, which shift over historical 
time and social context. Also important are the language teacher's hopes and desires for 
the future, and their imagined identities” (p. 81). DeCosta and Norton (2017) 
highlighted the fact that teacher identity has recently been more markedly influenced by 
factors such as loss of teacher tenure, fear of losing jobs and feeling redundant, burn-
out, emphasis on life-long learning, role of digitally mediated learning, growing number 
of foreign students and language proficiency issues for language teachers. Kanno and 
Stuart (2011) pointed out that the development of a teacher identity may be more 
important than knowledge about language teaching. Indeed, many researchers have 
voiced that identity formation should be an active part of teacher training (Yazan, 
2019).  
LTI is strongly related to the self-efficacy beliefs teachers develop. They build the 
image of an ideal self and constantly compare this to how they see themselves in a given 
moment. Although it has been assumed that there are significant relations between 
teachers’ beliefs, attitudes and practices, research has shown that this relationship is not 
universally strong. The TALIS research carried out in OECD countries on effective 
teaching and learning environments, for example, found a significant difference in the 
self-efficacy beliefs and job satisfaction measures among the 23 participant countries. 
Interestingly, teachers in Norway were found to have an exceptionally high rate for 
both, while Hungarian teachers indicated the lowest self-efficacy and job satisfaction 
(OECD 2009). The study concluded that, among other factors, positive teacher-student 
relations, positive classroom climate, social background of students, and cooperation 
between teachers are significant predictors of student achievement, and they greatly 
influence teachers’ job satisfaction.  
The literature on teacher identity and beliefs shows that teacher identity is not 
stable or predetermined, but is rather an identity in a continuous flux (Erkmen, 2010; 
Izidina, 2013; Mattheoudakis, 2007). A number of internal factors (such as motivation 
and emotions) and external variables (such as context, teacher training and prior 
experiences) influence the way teachers build their identity. In a review study on student 
teachers’ identity development, Izidina (2013) discussed components of identity such as 
confidence, self-awareness, critical consciousness, teacher voice, cognitive knowledge 
and relationship with colleagues, parents and students. She concluded that the reviewed 
studies focus exclusively on positive experiences and desired outcomes, while 
overlooking negative ones. Nevertheless, the challenges students face during the process 
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of identity formation would provide educators and policy makers with a more realistic 
picture. She added that “failing to incorporate a realistic and sophisticated 
understanding of teacher identity construction into teacher education amounts to failure 
to fulfill the most fundamental aim of teacher education, which is helping teachers learn 
to teach” (p. 709). However, Bullock (2011) concluded that teacher education, 
especially course work, has little role in changing pre-service teachers’ beliefs about 
teaching. The 12 years of schooling develop such strong and tacit beliefs and 
assumptions about teaching and teachers that they are hard to change. A similar 
conclusion on the weak influence of methodology courses on Turkish pre-service 
teachers’ beliefs about language learning and teaching was drawn by Kunt and Özdemir 
(2010). In contrast, in another Turkish study using the same BALLI questionnaire, 
Kavanoz, Yüksel and Varol (2017) found visible changes in students’ views. While 
first-year teacher trainees had a largely intuitive “learner” perspective, final-year 
students displayed evidence of more “teacher” type views, including specific 
terminology, methods and a larger awareness of language teaching and learning. 
Practicum and other forms of real-life teaching experience may result in a 
dynamic change in teacher beliefs. In a study carried out with nine novice teachers in 
Cyprus, Erkmen (2010) documented the changing nature of beliefs over the period of 
their first year of teaching. He noted that although the changes were small, beliefs were 
restructured based on the mandatory syllabus, students’ behavior and expectations and 
awareness of their own beliefs and practices. The mismatch between beliefs and 
practices was largely due to the fact that novice teachers were not able to do what they 
believed to be desirable or effective.  
Mattheoudakis (2007) followed Greek students’ changing beliefs during their 
three-year teacher education. What her longitudinal study found is that there was a 
gradual change in the view of students during their course work, while the practicum 
did not influence their views as much as expected. These seemingly contradictory 
results suggest that the degree of change trainees or young teachers experience in their 
views concerning language learning and teaching, and in particular the effective 
language teacher, may largely be influenced by their early school experience, what they 
hear about and see during their tertiary education and how many real-life teaching 
situations they encounter right before and after graduation.  
2.2 Characteristics of the effective language teacher 
One specific but fascinating set of beliefs concerning teaching is the ideas one has about 
“good” or “effective” teachers or effective teaching in general. A large body of research 
has been published which has contrasted views of students with teachers (e.g., Brosh 
1996; Brown, 2009), native and non-native teachers (e.g., Borean & Incecay, 2018) and 
pre-service and in-service teachers (e.g., Borean & Incecay, 2018). Recent studies have 
also reflected on different countries and learning/teaching contexts and reported data 
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from Turkish (Çelik, Arikan, & Caner, 2013; Demiroz, H., & Yesilyurt, 2015; Göksel & 
Rakicioglu-Söylemez, 2018), Omani (Al-Mahrooqi, Denman, Al-Siyabi, & Al-
Maamari, 2015), Yemeni and Saudi (Mahmoud & Thabet, 2013), American (Bell, 2005) 
and Thai (Chanmanee, 2018) participants, just to illustrate the diversity in the cumulated 
data. What these studies suggest is that the perception of the good teacher may be 
influenced by gender, language proficiency, age, educational and cultural contexts and 
teaching experience. Studies have investigated, among the many factors, views 
concerning teachers’ instructional competences, subject knowledge, personality traits, 
classroom management skills and teacher-student relationships. While language 
teachers share many characteristics with teachers of other school subjects, there are 
some specific issues such as the native/non-native divide, the inclusion of the target-
language culture in the curriculum, high language proficiency and good pronunciation.  
3. Methods 
3.1 Participants 
The participants of the present study are teacher trainees at the end of their fourth year. 
We interviewed five students (a group of three and a group of two) on a voluntary basis 
a week after they filled in the questionnaire towards the end of their fourth year. By the 
time of the data collection, they had participated in a minimum of six methodology 
courses in English and another four in their other major, a minimum of 10 language 
pedagogy/applied linguistics courses in the English teacher training program and 
another 8–10 pedagogy courses in Hungarian. In each class they receive a 90 minutes of 
instruction per week for 14 weeks; they also read on teaching methods, engage in 
critical discussions, classroom observations and micro-teaching for their classmates. 
Our participants are planning to graduate as secondary school teachers, which means 
that they have one more year of instruction (including some more methodology-related, 
applied linguistics and pedagogy/psychology courses) and two types of practicum: a 
shorter one comprising lesson observations and 15 classes of teaching in both of their 
subjects in the fifth year, and a longer one including 10 weeks of teaching and lesson 
observations in both subjects in the sixth year.  
3.2 Instruments 
As mentioned above, our participants filled in our Effective Language Teacher 
questionnaire including a total of 56 Hungarian statements at the end of their first and 
fourth years. These refer to teachers’ professional knowledge, personality traits and 
classroom management skills and ask participants to rate the statements on a four-item 
scale from not important and of little importance to very important and indispensable. 
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The questionnaire served as a starting point for the discussions. The two interviews 
were conducted by both authors and were digitally recorded.  
The interviews had free discussion sections in which the participants were asked 
to describe a good language teacher using their own words, reflect on the questionnaire 
statements, discuss how class observations and methodology classes have shaped their 
views and discuss what factors may influence someone’s views on the efficient teacher. 
The second part, which is in the focus of the present study, included guided reflection 
on some of the largest changes in the questionnaire data. For this purpose, items that on 
the four-point scale showed at least a 0.5 point increase or decrease between the year 
one and year four data were selected, and students were asked to give possible 
explanations for these changes. The scores on the questionnaire and the degree of 
change were not revealed to the participants, as we were interested in their reflection on 
the tendencies rather than on the specific results. Altogether 11 statements were 
selected, of which nine showed a stronger support and the other two a weaker support in 
the fourth year (see Table 1).  
Table 1. Effective language teacher characteristics selected for the interview 
A/ Teachers’ professional knowledge 
Knows and applies a variety of teaching methods (+) 
Has sound knowledge of the target language vocabulary (+) 
Has sound knowledge of the target language grammar (+) 
Has spent a long time in a target language country (-)  




C/ Teachers’ classroom management skills 
Reduces students’ language learning anxiety (+) 
Promotes pair and group work (+) 
Uses teaching aids (+) 
Uses modern technology in language classes (+)  
 
In the interview the students were first asked about the statements which received 
stronger support in year four (marked with a + sign), followed by the statements with 
the weaker support (marked with a – sign). The two interviews (with the three and the 
two participating students) were carried out in Hungarian, the participants’ native 
language, in May 2018 and used the same structure and questions, but they had a 
different overall length (48 and 63 minutes), as the student pair gave longer answers.  
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4. Results and discussion  
The presentation and the discussion of the results follow the order of the three main 
questionnaire topics, namely teachers’ professional knowledge, personality traits and 
classroom management skills. Each view concerning the 11 statements is illustrated 
with excerpts from the interviews, in their English translation.  
4.1 Changing views on teachers’ professional knowledge  
4.1.1 Knows and applies a variety of teaching methods  
The increase in the importance of this general statement about teaching methodology 
was unanimously attributed to the university courses taken. This is not surprising, given 
the fact that, as mentioned above, by the end of the fourth year of their instruction, 
students have had a large amount of language teaching related courses. Both students in 
Excerpts 1 and 2 reflected on this and also commented on the fact that they had only 
seen a few of the methods applied during their earlier studies; therefore, they were not 
aware of the variety of methods that exist before taking courses on these.  
(1) We got aware of the many methods that exist. We try to select from these during 
our courses and come up with new ones. 
(2) Before our studies, we only encountered one or two examples of methods, what a 
class looks like, how we proceed with the course book, etc. We have been observing 
and have also learned during our classes about the different teaching methods. We 
received so much input that the pool from which we can select is larger. 
4.1.2 Has sound knowledge of the target language vocabulary and grammar 
The two items related to the high language proficiency of teachers are the ones that 
received the largest positive change from year one to year four. Good knowledge of 
grammar was rated as indispensable by all fourth-year students. This degree of 
importance of language proficiency was explained from two different perspectives. The 
first one reflected on the crucial aspect of good target language proficiency for 
practicing teachers and the face-threatening aspect of mistakes or errors. This is 
illustrated by Excerpts 3 and 4. The second one pointed out that students may learn 
erroneous language forms from a teacher who has insufficient target language 
proficiency (Excerpt 5).  
(3) I’m surprised that it increased in importance, as I personally already found it 
fundamental in my first year. It reduces the degree of authority and respect if a 
teacher struggles with the target language. Then how would s/he teach the 
language? It is as if a maths teacher had constant problems solving math problems. 
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It does not mean that s/he cannot make mistakes, because I will surely make mistakes 
myself, but it comes down to how much and what kind of mistakes they are. If 
someone has too many of these, I think, it has a really negative effect on the whole 
class.  
(4) S/he loses credibility. 
(5) If s/he constantly uses bad grammar and erroneous vocabulary, it is possible that 
someone will learn the wrong form, thinking that that is the right form.  
It is also important to note here that some of the trainees in their answers were 
influenced by their worries about their own or their classmates’ insufficient English 
proficiency. Although students receive a balanced program of both their majors, many 
of them tend to be stronger in one and weaker in the other one. For some, English is the 
weaker major chosen to be paired with other language or non-language subjects. 
Student in Excerpt 6 even noticed that students with weak language proficiency may be 
further away from building a language teacher self than a general teacher self in the 
other subject area. In earlier studies this insufficient English knowledge and the 
difficulties of following classes in English by first-year students have been documented 
(see e.g., Doró, 2011; Dupák, 2019; T. Balla & Bajnóczi, 2015) 
(6) There are students whose first subject is not English. And if English or another 
language is not someone’s main subject, they may not think of themselves as 
language teachers. They overrate the importance of general teaching skills.  
4.1.3 Has spent a longer time in a target language country  
This aspect received visibly less importance in the fourth year. Some students were even 
surprised by the fact that spending a longer time in a target language country had been 
rated important in their first year (see Excerpts 7 and 8).  
(7) I don’t even know why we thought it would be important.  
(8) If someone does not have the opportunity to live abroad, it’s absolutely 
unimportant where s/he has learned the language, as long as s/he knows it.  
 
Some of them voiced the general belief that a longer stay in a target country positively 
influences pronunciation (Excerpt 19), while others do not find it crucial for teachers 
(Excerpt 10). One of the students mentioned an early hope for an international study 
abroad experience, but not many trainees do take part in the end (Excerpt 11).  
(9) Maybe earlier we thought that those people have better English, better 
pronunciation.  
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(10) It is definitely an important thing, but not indispensable from a teaching 
perspective.  
(11) We were hoping for an Erasmus exchange.  
4.2 Changing views on teachers’ personality traits 
4.2.1 Empathetic and caring 
Unlike teaching methods, the growing importance of personality traits was not 
highlighted during the course of students’ various university classes. Empathy as a 
personality trait emerged in the interviews as something observed or, in some cases, 
missing from their instructors and school mentors. The participants referred to cases in 
which they would have expected more empathy from them (see Excerpt 12). This 
experienced or observed lack of empathy may also trigger a proactive reaction and 
encourage students to be more empathetic as future teachers (Excerpt 13). This is a very 
good example of what emerged in the interviews as a whole, namely that teacher 
trainees view teachers and instructors as good or bad role models and they are very 
critical of their instructors if they do not match the ideal teacher model that is described 
to them in their methodology courses (see also Excerpt 14).  
(12) I think ‘empathetic’ is based on our own experience… at university our 
relationship with our instructors. Many of us have experienced the following: if I had 
been the instructor I would have dealt with the case differently. I would have been a 
little more empathetic.  
(13) Many times peers have complained that they lacked empathy or compassion 
from certain instructors. And if there is a strong negative example that caused them 
to feel bad or not sleep for weeks, then perhaps they say ‘I cannot be like that’. 
Because if this has such a negative effect on a student, even on me as an adult, I must 
have a more positive attitude towards the 18-19 year olds. 
(14) We are viewing them more critically, how they [instructors at the university] 
treat us.  
Students also start observing their instructors as future colleagues or mentors. However, 
one of the students in Excerpt 15 pointed out that a lot depends on the relationship with 
the given instructors or (the lack of) their teaching skills and positive personality traits.  
(15) If I don’t like someone, I look at them more critically, but if I like someone, I 
look at them more like a colleague, a mentor. I would like to do things this way, this 
was good, I think it depends on the instructors’ attitudes [towards us].  
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4.2.2 Strict  
One of the most unexpected and yet valuable findings from the interview was the 
explanation of what students meant by teachers being “strict” and why their 
interpretation has changed with time. What emerged from both interviews is that 
students have two main concepts attached to the word strict. This can be considered 
both as a positive and a negative personality trait. When viewed as something positive, 
they mentioned the following synonyms: “empathetic”, “tolerant”, “self-confident”, 
“decisive” and “consistent”. A positively strict teacher also “maintains discipline”, “has 
creative and enjoyable classes”, “has clear classroom roles” and “stresses students’ 
cooperation and work.” 
“Strictness” as a negative trait was explained by the word “stiff”. A negatively 
strict teacher “keeps distance”, “has exaggerated rules” and “assumes negative things 
about their students.” Student in Excerpt 16 very precisely explained how the widely 
held stereotype of the relationship between strictness, discipline and effective 
teaching/learning has changed through observing teacher models who encourage 
students’ work via a positive and creative personality. Students also pointed out that 
teachers’ attitudes towards and relationship with their students and their speaking style 
may influence how students interpret the strictness of a teacher (see Except 17). 
(16) Prior to the university I experienced that there are teachers who are strict and 
there is discipline in their classes (and they don’t like them), and there are teachers 
who are not strict, therefore students are not studying (and they can like them or 
not). But what’s important is that I did not have the mental picture I have now of 
many of my instructors who are very compassionate, creative in their classes, and 
their classes are enjoyable, and are not extremely disciplined and threatening, and 
yet, students are behaving and like them. And I have also seen this during my school 
observations and this is cool.  
(17) The way they treat their students may influence if strictness is a positive or a 
negative trait.  
4.3 Changing views on teachers’ classroom management skills 
4.3.1 Reduces students’ classroom anxiety 
Dewaere and MacIntery (2018) point out that among the individual learner factors that 
may influence foreign language learning, the role of learners’ emotions have been 
“underestimated” (p. 1). In a highly influential study Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope (1986) 
defined foreign language classroom anxiety (FLCA) as: “a distinct complex of self-
perceptions, beliefs, feelings and behaviours related to classroom learning arising from 
the uniqueness of the language learning process” (p. 128). Foreign language classroom 
anxiety has been shown to negatively influence language performance and increase the 
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likelihood of low performance, especially in oral communication, but also in other 
skills. For example, Dewaele and Dewaele (2018) found FLCA to be the strongest 
predictor of willingness to communicate (WTC) among British high-school students.  
In a recent national report (Öveges & Csizér, 2018), Hungarian 7th and 11th 
graders were found to have a medium level of FLCA on average and only 20–30% of 
them suffer from strong anxiety, mainly while listening to someone speaking the target 
language, speaking up in front of their classmates and being constantly corrected by 
their teachers. This may suggest that anxiety is not a detrimental factor in the language 
classroom. However, the fourth-year students in our study rated this anxiety reduction 
as the second most important aspect of an effective language teacher. This implies that 
they have a strong view of the problems anxiety causes. This is in line with what 
Csepcsényi (2019) found about the level and types of anxiety among first, second and 
third year English majors at the same university. Students reported both teacher and 
peer induced anxiety, mainly related to oral communication, presentations and test 
taking. Some of our participants reported strong FLCA at lower school levels that may 
still have a negative effect on their relationship with the target language (see Excerpt 
18). Anxiety reduction was not only interpreted as the first step to language learning and 
exam success, but also a key to success in life (Excerpt 19).  
(18) It’s important probably because we haven’t received it.  
(19) Everything starts from it [reducing anxiety]. If you manage to step over this 
block, we have succeeded, that’s very good, and everything comes after it, such as 
speaking and listening. It is the most important in life and also at proficiency exams.  
Earlier studies have also documented the role of teachers in influencing positive or 
negative emotions attached to language learning. In a recent study with Spanish learners 
of English, Dewaele, Magdalena, and Saito (2019) found that teacher variables 
influenced enjoyment more strongly than anxiety. The authors revealed that the 
participants experienced stronger anxiety with younger teachers, very strict teachers and 
teachers who used the target language less during class. Other studies have stressed the 
role of teachers in establishing a friendly classroom environment, facilitating enjoyment 
and reducing negative feelings. For example, Dewaele, Witney, Saito, & Dewaele 
(2018) concluded that an effective teacher has to help maintain learners’ enthusiasm and 
enjoyment and in general create a friendly, low-anxiety environment. Although in a 
study conducted among Chinese university students Jin and Dewaele (2018) 
documented that the emotional support students get from their teachers has little 
influence on their FLCA and that peer support has a stronger role in reducing adult 
learners’ anxiety, the Hungarian teacher trainees in this interview study still seem to be 
influenced by their perceived student-teacher relationships both at the university and the 
schools they visit.  
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4.3.2 Promotes pair and group work  
Hungarian classrooms are still dominated by teacher-centered, frontal teaching, 
although less so in language classes than in some other subjects. It is therefore very 
much the case that our participants have experienced the downside of frontal teaching, 
but they have also seen the pros and cons of small group work. Pair and group work are 
essential in language classes, and they are highly promoted in methodology classes. 
Students can also observe these forms of teaching in schools. However, students in this 
case referred less to their own school experiences or observations than the influence of 
methodology classes during which they do not only talk about pair and group work, but 
also practice administering it themselves. Students, in this sense, mentioned their own 
microteaching, which is a simulated classroom activity they do during which they 
“teach” their peers, i.e. explain tasks to their own classmates. One of the participants 
even voiced the fact that she did not even know at first why pair work would be 
important, but now she misses it if it is not used (see Excerpts 20 and 21). 
(20) It’s connected to microteaching. If there is no pair work, it is usually a problem. 
It’s a general expectation.  
(21) First I did not understand why this is needed, but then I see microteaching in 
which these are applied and then another one in which they are missing, I miss them, 
I find the task less interesting than the other put in front of me. So I understood that 
there is logic behind using them.  
4.3.3 Uses teaching aids and modern technology in the language classes  
Similarly to the socially interactive forms of pair and group work discussed above, 
students mentioned their methodology classes as the main factor influencing their views 
(see Excerpt 22). On top of this, they also referred to the school observations made and 
to their earlier language classes in schools.  
(22) These [using teaching aids and modern technology, encouraging pair and group 
work] have been extremely stressed in methodology classes, even in history…and 
they also worked. So it wasn’t like they [university instructors] stressed it, we did it 
and it didn’t work. It really had a result.  
 
Conclusion 
This paper reported on the reflections of a group of fourth year Hungarian EFL teacher 
trainees on the changes they and their peers had experienced concerning their views on 
a good language teacher. We found a mixture of influencing factors, including earlier 
school experiences (often the negative ones such as exaggerated strictness and lack of 
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variety of methods), content delivered in methodology classes, their own student 
experiences at the university, their school visits and classroom observations and their 
early teaching experiences, in most cases limited to microteaching and some private 
mentoring.  
Our interview data support previous findings according to which teachers’ beliefs 
are formed during their education as students. This student identity continues to shape 
their view on effective teaching and teachers during their tertiary education and has a 
more important role than what we thought and what some earlier studies have suggested 
(e.g., Bullock, 2011). Students can immediately contrast the information given and 
discussed on teacher efficacy during their classes with what they see from their 
instructors. They are critical towards the negative models they see, but they also start 
viewing the positive examples as possible models to follow. Contrary to some other 
studies that looked at shorter teacher training programs in other countries, students who 
receive four years of teacher education before starting their practicum do report on the 
influence of their tertiary education on their views. Although class content was 
explicitly stated only for some of the changes, their first-hand experiences shape both 
their student selves and emerging teacher selves. Trainees are more ready to notice not 
only the content but also its delivery. This puts a great responsibility on instructors in all 
classes (not just methodology) to offer positive teacher models and is in line with what 
Sachs (2005) stated, namely that teacher educators are constant role models to teacher 
trainees. It was also suggested that those who feel uncomfortable or uncertain in their 
emerging language teacher self (e.g., due to target language problems, negative school 
experiences or a stronger student self) may be even more sensitive to what they observe 
and experience during their tertiary education.  
This paper also presented a way of using students’ own shared reflections to help 
them confront their assumptions and beliefs about teaching and learning. Our study is 
also unique in the sense that students did not only comment on their own perceptions, 
but also on those of their entire group. This challenged them to look at the questions 
from different perspectives. Although our study has some limitations (including the 
small participant number, the single local context and the fact that the interviewers’ 
were among the participants instructors), the combination of questionnaire and 
interview methods ensured that we gained information that single questionnaires or 
informal discussions with students would not capture. These can be informative to 
instructors and teachers in other teaching contexts. As these students participate in 
various formats of practicum during their fifth and sixth years at the university, it will 
be extremely valuable to continue data collection towards the end of their studies and 
even after they start real-life teaching upon graduation.  
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Inquiry into the decomposition view of lexical competence  
 
Feryal Çubukçu 




Psycholinguists are interested in how words are stored in human memory. The question as to whether 
words are stored as single root words or whether they are stored along with the affixes still remains a 
controversial issue. Aitchison (1987) believes that each word has a separate entry. Mackay (1978) and 
Taft (1981) hold that words are made of constituent morphemes. When we listen, we decompose the 
morphemes and when we speak, we combine them to make multimorphemic words. The decomposition 
view claims that only the root is stored in memory. To test this claim, a group of 50 intermediate level 
students at the preparatory department of a state university situated on the western coast of Turkey were 
selected. They were taught 10 pseudo root nouns and verbs and 10 psuedo complex nouns and verbs. To 
see how the morphological complexity affected lexical access and which type of words were better 
remembered, they were tested on these words. Then the same group was given 10 root and 10 complex 
words in their mother tongue and their answer times were compared. Students recalled the root words 
more easily and accurately.The results shed light on the validity of the decomposition theory, showcasing 
we remember the words in roots better. 




Learning a ‘word’ typically involves learning more than one form–meaning mapping. 
As Boers (2013, p. 209) states vocabulary knowledge is beyond single words. 
Since the advent of corpus linguistics, it has become increasingly evident 
that most words prefer the company of some other words over that of near 
synonyms. This Idiom Principle – as opposed to the Openchoice Principle 
(Sinclair, 1991) – shows up in a panoply of word partnerships and 
multiword units, such as collocations (make an effort, a warm welcome, 
utterly disgusting), compounds (peer pressure, love handles), multiword 
verbs (turn up, follow through with), social interaction routines (nice to 
meet you, how are you doing), cliches (live and learn, publish or perish), 
idioms (jump the gun, close ranks), and discourse organisers (on the other 
hand, having said that). 
On daily tasks lexical access is transparent and unconscious (Taft & Forster, 1975), 
speakers are not even aware of how they choose the lexical items to convey their 
thoughts, feelings and ideas. Spoken words have phonological structures and follow the 
rules. Languages have rules for what constitutes permissible strings of sounds in 
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syllables and words (Lewis, 2000). Starting by birth, we are exposed to such lexical 
items that fit into the rules and we manage to access them. There are five factors 
affecting lexical access (Jay, 2003, p. 120): 
 
a) Frequency: Lexical frequency deals with how speakers take time to monitor lexical 
items. Low frequency words take long time to process and high frequency words are 
easily accessed and frequency plays a pivotal role in lexical access. Lexical frequency 
deals with how speakers take time to monitor lexical items. Low frequency words take 
long time to process and high frequency words are easily accessed and frequency plays 
a pivotal role in lexical access. 
 
b) Semantic priming: The second feature is semantic priming. When a word is 
presented, it activates a semantically related associate. Word associations affect lexical 
access strongly. The focus is on the semantic relatedness of the words. A related word 
will prime or speed up the recognition of the second. A word like cheese is judged faster 
when it is primed with bread rather than when it is primed with teacher. 
 
c) Concreteness: The third aspect is concereteness. All words evoke imagery but 
concrete words leave indelible traces in the minds better.  Concrete words like chair, 
teacher, apple evoke more concrete images than words such as justice, democracy, 
pain. Bleasdale (1987) focuses on the impact of the concreteness on recalling the lexical 
items and finds consistent evidence of an advantage of concrete words. 
 
d) Emotional content: The fourth aspect, emotional content, helps the recovery of the 
words. The affective lexicon, such as like, love, enjoy are easily accessed. Vakoch and 
Wurm (1997) maintain that words in the general lexicon are assembled by meaning but 
their emotional properties are secondary. Dimensions are evaluation (good-bad), 
activity (active-passive) and potency (strong-weak). These dimensions are used as they 
contribute to the survival of the organism. They state that a sense of danger is activated 
when the words connote strength,  badness and quickness. 
 
e) Morphological complexity: The last feature is morphological complexity. Here there 
are two ideas about accessing the words: they are stored as roots or multimorphemic 
words. When we produce or comprehend a lexical item, we do it as a whole not via root 
words. The other hypothesis is that words are made up of constituent morphemes that 
function as small units (MacKay 1978; Taft, 1981). When we listen to something, we 
break down and decompose words into their small units. When we speak, we recombine 
morphemes to make multimorphemic words. The decomposition view holds that we 
only store roots in memory.  
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The purpose of this study is to investigate whether the decomposition theory holds 
true or not and whether there are gender differences in lexical storage of 
multimorphemic words. Two hypotheses are tested: 
1) The decomposition theory is still valid. 
2) Female learners are better at the lexical achievement tests than male ones. 
2. Methods 
2.1 Participants 
A group of 50 students (30 males and 20 females) aged between 18-20 at the 
preparatory department of a state university located on the west coast of Turkey 
volunteered to participate in the study. They were enrolled at the engineering 
departments and took English as a compulsory course. 
2.2 Instruments 
After getting consent forms, the participants were taught 10 pseudo root nouns and 
verbs, and 10 pseudo complex nouns and verbs as  the meanings of nouns and verbs are 
more easily and concretely expressed rather than adjectives and adverbs (see Table 1 
below). Then to see how the morphological complexity affected lexical access and 
which type of words were better remembered, they were tested on these words online 
for 5 seconds. The online test with gap filling questions was prepared in such a way that 
if a student could not answer the gap filling question in 5 seconds, the next question 
showed up. The pseudo words were selected from Chinese as Chinese lends itself to 
root and multimorphonemic words easily. The words chosen are listed below. The 
researcher used the same vocabulary teaching lesson plan consisting of lead-in, 
clarification of meaning, contextualization, repetition and personalization for all the 
words. The example for the gap filling question was “There are 12…… in a year”. 
Table 1 Pseudo words taught to the participants 












Bùcuò (not bad) 
Hǎokàn (good looking) 
Zǎoshàng hǎo (good morning) 
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The same students were given a reading passage to read twice a  week later. Then they 
were tested to see how quickly they responded to ten Turkish root and complex words 
online within 5 seconds. 
3. Results and discussion 
The reliability of the pseudo vocabulary test was found to be .857, which is quite high 
and the reliability of the Turkish vocabulary test was .930. In the test, only 5 root and 5 
complex words were questioned and students were asked to fill in the gaps. In Table 2, 
the first 5 questions were about the root words and the last 5 were complex. 
Table 2. Descriptive statistics for the pseudo words 
Questions N Min Max Mean Success rate % 
q1 50 ,00 1,00 ,87 43 
q2 50 ,00 1,00 ,68 34 
q3 50 1,00 1,00 1,00 100 
q4 50 1,00 1,00 1,00 100 
q5 50 ,00 1,00 ,81 40 
q6 50 ,00 1,00 ,87 43 
q7 50 ,00 1,00 ,75 37 
q8 50 ,00 1,00 ,81 40 
q9 50 ,00 1,00 ,93 46 
q10 50 1,00 1,00 1,00 100 
 
When the means are compared in Table 2, it is seen that all students answered two root 
words (q3 and q4) and one complex word (q10) accurately. However, overall, the means 
of the first 5 words (root words) were higher than those of the complex words (4.36 
versus 3.36). 
Table 3. Descriptive statistics for the Turkish words 
Questions N Min Max Success rate (%) 
q1 50 1,00 1,00 100 
q2 50 1,00 1,00 100 
q3 50 1,00 1,00 100 
q4 50 1,00 1,00 100 
q5 50 1,00 1,00 100 
q6 50 1,00 1,00 100 
q7 50 1,00 1,00 100 
q8 50 ,00 1,00 75 
q9 50 1,00 1,00 100 
q10 50 1,00 1,00 100 
 
The descriptive results of the Turkish test in Table 3 show that students did not have any 
variation and except for one complex word in the 8th question, they answered all the 
words correctly within the given amount of time (5 seconds). 
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To find out whether gender played a role or not, a t-test was conducted and the 
significance (p value) was found to be .000 in Table 4, which showed girls to be more 
successful in the vocabulary recognition test. 
Table 4. One-sample test for gender 
 
 







95% Confidence interval 
of the difference 
Lower Upper 
Gender 10,96 15 ,000 1,312 1,054 1,567 
Total 50,31 15 ,000 8,750 7,60 9,892 
 
The first research question as to the success level of the root words whether students 
remember the root words more clearly or not highlights the validity of the 
decomposition view because of their overall means (4.36). Lexically speaking, the 
words are structurally categorized into root, complex and compound, and cognitive 
psycholinguists believe that we either have one word entry for each word or different 
entries. A word family consists of a lemma and its derivations. For example, argue, 
argues, argued, arguing, argument, arguments, arguable, argumentation and 
argumentative make up one word family. It is sometimes assumed that if a learner 
knows one member of the family, its relatives will be understood as well. This, 
however, cannot be taken for granted and this current study shows that even complex 
words such as “gāoxìng” can be retained  in mind without prior knowledge of the root 
words and this is in line with the arguments by Schmitt and Zimmerman (2002). In the 
related literature there is great inconsistency. While Rueckl and Rimzhim’s (2011) and 
Perea and Carreiras’s (2006) findings suggest that there is a direct access route to the 
representations of the whole word, Christianson et al. (2005) and Duñabeitia et al.’s 
(2007) results suggest that there is not. This study’s data shows that morphologically 
complex words can be accessed as full forms. Of course, it should not be concluded 
from this that morphologically complex words are not decomposed. As outlined earlier, 
there is a large body of evidence in favour of morphological decomposition (Longtin & 
Meunier, 2005; Rastle et al., 2004). Our results are rather in line with models of visual 
word recognition that emphasize the simultaneous activation of whole-word and 
morphemic representations. Hence, the hybrid model can be considered in lexical 
recognition: word recognition can be achieved in parallel through a whole-word route as 
well as a decompositional pathway to maximize the reader’s chances of successful word 
processing through simultaneous use of all mechanisms available to them. 
The other research question aimed at seeking to investigate if gender had any 
significant effect on language learners’ vocabulary learning. Therefore, a null 
hypothesis was formulated to answer this question. The results indicate that there was a 
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statistically significant difference between male and female learners regarding their 
vocabulary scores to the advantage of the female learners (p value is ,000). Hence, the 
result is in line with previous research which demonstrates gender differences in several 
areas of vocabulary acquisition (Jiménez, 1997; Jiménez & Moreno, 2004; Jiménez & 
Ojeda, 2008).  
Bowers and Kirby (2010) conclude that “morphological instruction should be 
organized to facilitate students’ ability to identify the bases of words” (p. 534), similarly 
to Kuo and Anderson (2006) who found that identifying stems is the morphological skill 
most related to reading development particularly in the elementary grades. 
4. Conclusion 
This study aimed at investigating primarily whether the decomposition theory is 
applicable in L1 and L2, and, secondly, whether there are gender differences in the 
achievement scores of the students. The results yield that students recall the roots better, 
which paves the way for a convergence between constructivism and contextual 
vocabulary teaching. Moreover, the evidence presented in the present work provides 
clear constraints on theories of how readers process morphologically root and complex 
letter strings. It is  easy to argue that morphologically complex words can be directly 
retrieved as full forms  but overall results are  consistent with the theory that 
morphologically complex words are decomposed at early prelexical stages in visual 
word recognition, which is inconsistent with the studies of Giraudo and Grainger (2001, 
2003) and Beyersmann, Coltheart and Castles (2012). 
Although an increasing number of studies have argued for viewing vocabulary 
knowledge as multidimensional (Henriksen, 1999; Laufer et al., 2004), memory and 
morphemic structure play a crucial role. If there is an emphasis on the morphophonemic 
units in the classroom instruction, this facilitates the vocabulary learning process. All in 
all, any statement of the word as the unit of meaning requires a sophisticated approach 
to include the morphemes. To quote Nation (2001) the main advantage of chunking is 
speed whereas the disadvantage is storage. As long as learners have this storage, 
namely, memory, they can quickly learn the contextualized morphemic words.  
Recognizing a word is seen as partly a memory-driven process, in which words 
from the recently read text and the propositions they encode are highly accessible in 
memory. A word, as it is read, resonates with these memories, and connections are 
made without an active construction process, which can later tune and correct the 
representation. This process is adaptive for comprehension insofar as what is activated 
in memory is relevant and consistent with the morphemic units of the word, which  can, 
in return, continue to exert an influence on comprehension (O’Brien, Cook, & Guéraud, 
2010; O’Brien et al., 1998). Theoretically, the argument of this study entails a closer 
view of the interaction between the word identification system and the comprehension 
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system that is mediated by decomposition view and memory and manifest in word 
meaning processing. 
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In this volume Thomas A. Williams investigates the language learning experience of 
Hungarian university students (from the University of Szeged), particularly with regard 
to task-based language learning and teaching (TBLT). The author starts out (in Chapter 
Two, after a brief introduction in Chapter One) with an extremely thorough, yet very 
logically constructed, thus easy-to-follow review of the groundbreaking literature on 
TBLT and related paradigms on language learning, such as the notions of focus on form 
(FonF) and a sociocultural theory of mind. By conjoining these – at times seemingly 
rather distinct – areas into a coherent system, he manages to present the reader with an 
exhaustive description of the theoretical background of his research, which also includes 
a contrastive segment that compares TBLT to more traditional, less meaning-focused 
approaches as well as some critical observations that shed light on the possible 
weaknesses of this paradigm. 
As regards the actual findings presented in this book, they come from a study that 
the author carried out within a socially constructed framework, seeking answers to six 
research questions, their topics ranging from the learners’ view and experience 
regarding (English) language learning in general, through their attitude to TBLT in 
particular, all the way to their contribution to the implementation of speaking tasks 
involving collaboration and meaning negotiation in the classroom, etc. What is also 
important to mention is that the author expresses some very clear preliminary 
expectations based on the work of earlier investigators of this area, namely that learner 
interaction breaks down for meaning negotiation, and also that negotiation for meaning 
is uncommon in this context. 
The study was carried out in a university setting, with university students 
majoring (or taking a minor) in English or American Studies, their proficiency level 
ranging from upper-intermediate to advanced, which shows that they have had 
considerable experience in learning English as a foreign language. The research itself 
can be broken down into a questionnaire/interview and a task performance phase. While 
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the questionnaire and the interview focus on learners’ experience and beliefs about 
different types of language learning and teaching, the task performance phase involves 
the same students engaging in interactional learning in a task-based classroom. 
At the beginning of each section on the findings, the author presents some more 
theoretical foundation as well as the results of previous studies that are thematically 
linked to the present research, but were carried out with a slightly different focus, 
methodology, respondents, etc., serving to contextualize the present study to an even 
greater extent. This adds to the instructive nature of this volume, making it exceedingly 
useful for (would-be) scholars who are interested in the field of TBLT (but also in 
language learning and teaching in general), since it gives them a neatly and didactically 
presented overview of relevant contributions to the literature in this area. 
As far as the answers to the individual research questions are concerned, it can be 
seen that these learners of English have had vastly heterogeneous experiences with 
language learning, and while some of them seem to support the TBLT paradigm and 
claim to have had at times incredibly negative experiences with more traditional, form-
focused approaches, others see the traditional, classical humanist paradigm, which is so 
widespread in this part of the world, as effective and acceptable, since it gives them a 
feeling of achievement to see, for instance, that they have now covered “everything” 
there is to know about a certain verb tense or “each and every” function that a particular 
modal verb has. As a result, even though these learners were mostly receptive to the 
TBLT paradigm in the actual task-based classroom phase of the study, many of them 
seem to have scripts that are – at least to some extent – at odds with TBLT, which is 
definitely a difficulty when it comes to implementing task-based methods in an EFL 
classroom in this context. 
Another key finding is that, probably in accordance with their learning styles, 
learners seem to react to the implementation of speaking tasks in the classroom very 
differently. As the author suggests, the take-home message for teachers (and teachers-
to-be) would be to understand in what situations this diversity of contributions is 
acceptable, and when it is necessary to employ new strategies to make task-based 
learning more effective for the learners. Thus, even though learners’ contributions may 
lead to certain “mismatches” in task implementation, the sheer fact that they interact 
with each other in various different ways in order to achieve joint learning shows that 
these contributions can assist the learning process – even if not in ways previously 
imagined by the teacher. 
Furthermore, a finding that is not entirely in line with the results of previous 
studies on the topic is that communication breakdowns seem to be relatively uncommon 
in learner interaction, as are negotiation moves that would follow these breakdowns. To 
explain this, the author cites various studies that show similar results, both for learner–
learner interaction in general and for the Hungarian setting in particular. The most 
interesting arguments that he cites include the deeply rooted and strongly established 
teacher-fronted tradition in Hungarian education, along with a number of 
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sociopragmatic characteristics of Hungarian learners that make it undesirable for a 
learner to halt what they think is the ideal course of interaction just because their 
individual language learning needs would make it necessary. Instead, what they seem to 
focus on is the importance of saving one’s face, i.e. not standing out negatively in 
interaction, as well as maintaining an unassuming humility throughout the process of 
interaction. 
To sum up, this is an extraordinarily insightful, and very didactically written 
volume, and I definitely recommend it both to (aspiring) researchers and EFL teachers(-
to-be) if they would like to be informed about TBLT and its related paradigms in 
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